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      Foreword by Kevin J. Anderson

      EXPAND YOUR UNIVERSE

      

      I was in ninth grade in the library of my Wisconsin high school, staring at the paperback spinner rack and trying to choose a book. What caught my eye was a whole series of “John Carter of Mars” novels by Edgar Rice Burroughs with awesome Frank Frazetta covers. Monsters, alien landscapes, muscular warriors with swords, beautiful princesses—adventures that were light years beyond my mind-numbingly boring rural life.

      I had to read them, and I had to read them all.

      I was young enough not to worry about literary quality, world building, or even consistency. I fell in love with the characters, and the adventures left me on the edge of my seat, peering through my Coke-bottle glasses as I turned page after page. John Carter stood out under the night sky, looked up to see the glowing red dot of Mars, and he longed to be there, wished with all his heart to be taken away from this Earth so he can be in a place far more extraordinary. And it worked!

      I felt exactly like that. Only instead of some supernatural psychic teleportation from one planet to another, books were my portal. Science fiction books, which transported my starving, eager imagination to places that neither my friends nor family could understand.

      Let me give you some background. I spent my childhood in a tiny town in southeastern Wisconsin, population 250. We had farms, cornfields, tree swings, and county fairs. Everyone living within a mile was related to us somehow. When I was in eighth grade, my family moved to a slightly larger town with a population of a couple thousand, but otherwise wasn’t much different. My high school graduating class was 167 people.

      Life was a Norman Rockwell painting, a mainstream Ray Bradbury story. I was Ralphie from A Christmas Story.

      Some people might find that charming, but to me it was incredibly boring. I wanted to be a writer. I had a telescope and looked up at the stars. I bought my own typewriter and pounded out story after story, then graduated to my own quest fantasy novel. But daily small-town rural Midwestern life held little of interest for me. I wanted to talk about Star Trek, about The Hobbit, about that new movie Star Wars, which I saw as a sophomore in high school. But even among my nerdy Math Club friends, the pickings were slim. Books were my refuge. They took me away.

      I was at the mercy of whatever the small-town library carried. I didn’t have enough background or experience in the field to be a literary critic. I didn’t know one author from the next, but I grabbed any book that looked interesting: E.E. “Doc” Smith, Andre Norton, Arthur C. Clarke, Isaac Asimov, A. E. van Vogt, Frank Herbert.

      As hand-me-down gifts, I received two paperback science fiction novels from my uncle, novels that no one remembers now, but I remember them because they were so important to me at the time. Beyond the Black Enigma by Bart Somers and VOR by James Blish. I read them, thrilled to discover new authors.

      I’ve never forgotten that feeling. Sure, since I’ve worked as a professional in the field for more than three decades, I now know most of those authors. I vote on all the important awards, read the news of the field, study the publishing trends.

      But there’s nothing like reading a work by an unknown author. It’s like a blank slate in front of you, no expectations—just hope. You’re about to have that same experience with The Expanding Universe. These stories from ambitious authors who want to introduce their work are bound to make a good first impression, and you are certainly in for a treat. You may recognize all or none of these names. They are here in this showcase, auditioning for your attention and determined to make you want to read their other works.

      Crack it open and start hunting for treasure.

      

      Kevin J. Anderson

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            I

          

          
            Lightwave: Jericho Colony Rescue: By AM Scott

          

        

      

    

    
      On his very first mission, Ruhger must rescue a group of orphans from certain slavery, save his family’s reputation, and keep his team—his best friends—safe.
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      Blast and rad! Ruhger slammed his back to the wall. The mutineers were everywhere!

      He popped around the corner, fired and pulled back. None of this was on plan.

      “Ruhger, get your team back to the shuttle,” Chief Bhoher snapped. “If we’re not right behind you, you’ve got command. Fly to the folder. Run!”

      Ruhger froze. Giving up? They were giving up? But there were all those kids to rescue! They’d be sold as slaves. He couldn’t fail on his first mission. He couldn’t let down his team, his friends.

      Tyron yanked on his arm. “Come on, commander, let’s go. I’m watching our surveillance, but Wreck’s guys keep killing the sensors.”

      Suns. They pounded down the tunnel, back the way they’d come. Tyron was next to him, Grant and Loren on his heels.

      They passed their assault team’s rear guard.

      “Loren, you’ve got our six,” Ruhger said.

      Tyron said, “Surveillance clear back to the shuttle.”

      “Copy. Got a remote on you?”

      “Oh, yeah, I do.”

      “Get it up there, seventy-five meters or so in front.” Ruhger pointed at the tunnel in front of them, twisting and winding for no apparent reason. “What if the mutineers cut us off? Or they’re spoofing the surveillance?”

      “Mudhuggers.” Tyron slowed, pulling something out of a pouch hanging from his belt, and tossing it out in front of them. The tiny thing rose, disappearing before it reached the ceiling.

      Tyron dropped slightly behind Ruhger. “Guide me,” Tyron told Grant.

      Grant grabbed his arm, steering Tyron as they jogged down the tunnel, their footfalls softened by the dull gray sealant the miners used on the slightly rounded tunnel walls winding through the huge asteroid.

      “Contact,” Tyron said. They slowed to a walk. “Good call, Ruhger. We’ve got to get out of this tunnel.”

      “There’s no turnoffs,” Ruhger said, scanning the map. He pulled up the vid of their trip here, looking for another tunnel or a hatch or something. Anything. If his team got captured, they’d make perfect hostages. Chief must have been desperate to send them out on their own.

      “Pulling back the remote,” Tyron said. “Wait a minute, I saw…hah. Got ya. Found a hatch. Run!”

      They sprinted down the tunnel, breath rasping in their ears, multiplied by the comms.

      “Here,” Tyron said.

      “Where?” Loren said, scanning the wall.

      Ruhger searched the wall on his side, but he didn’t see anything either.

      “Up there.” Tyron pointed at the top of the tunnel.

      Ruhger looked up. Sure enough, a faint outline. And another, smaller outline next to it, probably an activator. “Can you open it?”

      Ruhger scanned through the maps. Nothing showing where this hatch might lead. But better an unknown tunnel than a firefight or capture. The mutineers wouldn’t go easy on them. Ruhger still couldn’t believe they’d betrayed everyone for credits.

      “Hope so. Give me a knee.”

      Loren got down on one knee, Tyron stepped up on Loren’s bent leg, balancing with one hand on Grant’s head. Wobbling a little on his perch, Tyron pulled an interface cable out of his suit.

      Ruhger stepped up close to Loren and wrapped his arms around Tyron’s legs, holding him in place. Grant did the same on Tyron’s front side.

      “Hah.”

      The hatch swooped down, all of them ducking just in time to avoid the hit. Ruhger gripped tighter when Tyron almost tumbled off Loren’s leg.

      “Go!” Ruhger snapped.

      Tyron yanked something and a rope ladder unfurled. He stood there, poking at his holo.

      Ruhger opened his mouth to yell, then realized Tyron was flying the remote through the hatch. Duh.

      Tyron climbed, Grant and Loren following.

      Ruhger sent a text to Chief Bhoher. The rest of the assault team might need this escape too. Ruhger climbed, and sat on the lip of the hatch to pull the ladder back up, tossing it on the tunnel floor rather than securing the strap. Chief’s forces could use their armor’s grav generators.

      Why hadn’t he thought of that sooner? Doesn’t matter—get going!

      Ruhger brought his legs up, but banged his helmet into the ceiling. He scanned the cramped space. A round tunnel, a meter or so in diameter, disappearing into darkness in front of him, his teammates jammed behind him.

      Ruhger contorted his body to lie on his side, and reached down to pull the hatch closed. He heaved the heavy hatch up. It sealed, the faint red glow of the status indicator the only light in the tunnel. Ruhger turned his headlamp on low, the dim light showing him this small tunnel was coated with the same dull, slightly soft, light-gray sealant as all the others.

      He quickly scanned all the other frequencies. The infrared sensor kept fritzing out—his armor was cobbled together from a lot of old surplus—amazing it worked at all.

      “Where are we?” Loren asked, still breathing a little hard. As a cook’s apprentice, Loren struggled to stay in shape, eating too much of his own product.

      Ruhger could really go for one of Loren’s pastries right now. He settled for sucking down a little water. “Don’t forget to drink,” he reminded his team.

      He scanned the map again, but didn’t see a layer for the air handling system. Ruhger assumed that’s where they were—what else would this be? “I don’t see this tunnel on the map. We’ll have to guess. Since we were headed that way—” he pointed across the hatch “—I assume that’s the way we should go.”

      “Makes sense,” Loren said.

      Ruhger was still surprised Loren had come. But maybe he had something to prove—everyone in Phalanx Eagle was combat-ready, even the cooks. Wilson wouldn’t accept anything less; he was a stickler. So, what would Wilson do now?

      “All right. No choice—we crawl. Let’s go.” Ruhger moved forward, grateful for the knee pads in the armor but wishing the gloves were padded too. He was happy to be off his feet; his toes were bruised by the too-tight boots. None of their armor fit exactly right, but nobody complained.

      “I’m sending the remote ahead,” Tyron said. “But it will be out of power soon.”

      Ruhger kept crawling. Nothing else to do. He still couldn’t believe Wreck and his followers mutinied and took this horrible contract in Phalanx Eagle’s name. The original PE, the PE he grew up with, would never accept a contract to take over a religious colony mining station and sell everyone, including all the kids, to slavers.

      Now, PE would be branded as slavers forever. The rest of them had to start over with a new name, maybe a different business. Wilson, Rehmington and the rest of the adults were furious, but determined to salvage what they could. Rescuing all those children might help.

      Plodding along on hands and knees, Ruhger remembered the agony in Wilson’s eyes as he silently begged the four of them to turn down their part in this operation. The ‘kids will trust kids’ theory was good, but Wilson didn’t like risking their lives. Neither did the other parents. But they all realized success was unlikely without the apprentice team. The mining colony children had to follow their rescuers willingly. There were too many to simply stun and carry out.

      After what seemed like hours, Ruhger’s palms stung and his shoulders and knees ached. He checked the time. Only fifty minutes, but a good time for a break.

      “Rest break,” he said, turning to sit. Ruhger slid down the tunnel wall until he lay on his back, feet resting high on the wall. The team copied him.

      “Oh, good. I was not built for this mode of travel, Ruhger,” Loren said. “It’s tough on my manicure!”

      Ruhger chuckled, like everyone else.

      Grant said, “It’s tough on everything. None of this armor fits right. I have blisters on my blisters.”

      “No kidding,” Tyron said. “Hey, Ruhger, the remote died. But I saw another hatch ahead. And I thought I saw something else, but I’m not sure.”

      “What was it?”

      Tyron didn’t answer immediately and Ruhger knew he was grimacing.

      “It might be a kid, the ones we’re here for, with the weird clothes. Maybe a girl; saw a hat.”

      They’d seen pics of the mining colony. All the males wore loose pants with suspenders and long-sleeve shirts with buttons. The females wore long-sleeve shirts too, but with long skirts almost brushing the decking and these odd little white hats, their hair shoved up under them. Other than the hats, all the colors were dark and the cloth looked heavy, rough and uncomfortable. Nothing like the soft, colorful coveralls they wore on a normal day.

      “Maybe it was. Maybe one of them got away and hid,” Grant said.

      “Could be. If I heard invaders and wasn’t armed, I’d hide,” Loren said.

      “Drink something; we’ll go in five minutes. Maybe we’ll find this kid,” Ruhger told them.

      “If we do, maybe she can show us the way out,” Tyron said hopefully.

      Ruhger hoped so too, because the path this tunnel took didn’t match the bigger tunnels on his map. It meandered all over the place with odd twists and turns. He drank water and rested, thinking through the potential issues and options, trying to stay positive and focused on his team. He couldn’t afford to worry about the larger operation. Keeping his friends alive was challenge enough.

      When his chrono zeroed, Ruhger said, “Let’s go. Grant, you’re point. If there’s a kid up there, you’re lead. You’re the best at talking to people. Stay sharp.”

      “Copy that, Ruhger.”

      “Tyron, you’ve got six.”

      “Wilco, Ruhger.”

      Grant clambered over them, his long, skinny frame making it a relatively easy task. After he passed, Ruhger got back on his hands and knees and started forward. Ow. Crawling sucks like the big black hole of Andromeda.

      No longer in the lead position, Ruhger caught himself plodding forward mindlessly, his thoughts drifting. He must concentrate; he was in command. But with nothing to look at but Grant’s skinny ass—not attractive to him in or out of armor—it was hard to pay attention, stay alert. He kept brooding about the Phalanx Eagle breakup and what they’d do next.

      Grant stopped. Ruhger barely stopped before he ran into Grant, but Loren didn’t. Ruhger rocked forward from the helmet-on-ass impact.

      “A warning would be nice, Ruhger,” Loren said.

      “I didn’t get one.”

      “Hey, don’t run away. We’re here to help,” Grant said softly. “We won’t hurt you.”

      Ruhger froze. Tyron had seen something.

      “I know I look scary, but I’m not, see? And look, do you want a treat? I have candy.”

      “Grant, don’t lower your helmet,” Ruhger warned. “It could be a trick.”

      “I cleared the face shield.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Really, it’s good. Have some,” Grant said. “And how about this? Want something pretty? I’ll toss it to you. You don’t have to come any closer.”

      Ruhger brought up Grant’s helmet cam in his holo. A little girl, her white bonnet dirty and battered, her eyes wide and scared, stared at Grant, hope warring with fear. She snatched up the sparkly sticker and the candy, and scrambled back, her body disappearing, her eyes on Grant. Two tunnels must meet here.

      “Isn’t it pretty? I have one just like it. See?” Grant twisted sideways, leaning on his left arm.

      Grant must be pointing at his chest. He wouldn’t sit back on his heels, because that would make him look even bigger to the tiny girl.

      “Press it on your clothes; it will stick. Don’t worry, it peels off. Watch.” The girl kept staring at him. “And back on it goes.”

      Ruhger huffed a chuckle. The rad-blasted stickers covered their armor. Did it make them less threatening to the kids or just easier targets for the bad guys? He’d happily peel them all off for the little girl. All this shiny stuff made him itch.

      “You’ve got to be hungry. Eat the candy. My name is Grant—what’s yours?”

      “Ruthie,” she whispered.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Ruthie. Have you been hiding a long time?”

      She nodded.

      “Oh, you must be really hungry then. Hold on, I think I’ve got an energy bar. Yep, here.”

      The bar came to rest in front of Ruthie and she stared at it like Ruhger would stare at an iffy hull patch.

      “It’s good, Ruthie. I’m not lying to you. It’s still all wrapped up. We didn’t do anything to it.”

      Ruthie stared some more, and then snatched the bar and ripped it open, shoving half of it in her mouth.

      “Careful, don’t bite off more than you can chew,” Grant said, laughter in his voice. “Do you have a cup? I’ve got water.”

      She shook her head, chewing frantically.

      “Okay, we’ll figure it out. Hold on.”

      “Use one of your belt pouches, Tyron,” Loren whispered.

      Oh, good idea.

      “Hey, we’re going to sit if that’s okay with you. Crawling’s hard.”

      Ruthie got big-eyed again but kept chewing.

      Ruhger rolled to the side, half-lying on the tunnel floor so he didn’t look so big. “Everyone, clear your helmet face shields and look friendly.” He smiled a little, knowing “friendly” wasn’t his best look, but he’d try.

      Grant kept talking to the little girl, giving her water in the belt pouch Tyron hastily emptied. Eventually, she relaxed enough to talk to him. Ruthie was seven and she was hiding from her daddy. When she went back to her bed, everyone was gone and she was scared, so she hid again. Mommy said if something bad happened, they should hide and wait. But she’d waited and waited and Mommy never came.

      Poor kid. Her mommy might never come.

      “Ruthie, do you have a map of these tunnels?” Grant asked.

      “Mommy does.”

      “In her e-torc?”

      “No, in our compartment. E-torcs are bad for girls.”

      Ruhger held back a snort of derision. Ridiculous. But in this case, the attitude was good for them. A plas map showing all these tunnels would be perfect.

      “How do we get to your compartment? And can we bring you something? A toy or?”

      “My blankie. It’s pink.”

      “Okay, you and me, we’ll stay, and the boys will go get the map and your blanket, right?” Grant smiled at Ruthie and she smiled back.

      “Okay. You go down there—” she pointed into the dark, beyond where she sat “—count five hatches and enter two, four, six, eight into the keypad.”

      “Do the other hatches go to your neighbors’ compartments, Ruthie?”

      “Yes, but I don’t know their codes.”

      “Good job, Ruthie. The boys are going to squeeze by you, okay?”

      She nodded, her eyes getting big again when Ruhger rolled on to his hands and knees.

      He smiled but she shrank away. Ruhger hurried by, careful not to crush her, Loren and Tyron behind him. He didn’t like leaving Grant, but somebody had to stay with the girl.

      Before they’d gone more than twenty meters, Ruhger found the first hatch. Forty meters and they reached the second hatch. Finally, he reached the fifth and entered the code. The light turned green and the hatch swung down. He snaked a fiber vid out of his armor, bending the end ninety degrees, and dropped it down through the hatch. A small area, it looked like a storage space, with containers and clothes strewn across the decking.

      “Loren, stay here and guard our six. Tyron, with me.”

      Ruhger yanked a strap on the hatch, unfurling a rope ladder. He climbed down, cracked the storage room hatch open and used his fiber to survey the next room. A tiny galley and living area, with overturned chairs, scattered dishes, and a light brown powder—flour?—dusted everything. Ruhger edged along the wall, careful to avoid leaving tracks.

      Reaching the drawer Ruthie described, Ruhger pulled it open. Plas sheets almost filled it. He paged through them, finding a lot of religious stuff, a regular map of the station, a list of compartments with family names, and finally, a map of the upper tunnels. “Got it. Tyron, got the blanket?”

      “Yes, and a couple of other things.” Tyron grinned proudly. He held up a small, soft object covered in a pale pink.

      “We can’t weigh ourselves down.”

      “It’s all in a pillow case. Don’t worry.”

      “Let’s go.”

      “Hold it,” a voice snarled. A long, black barrel appeared through the hatchway at the other end of the living area.

      No friend tags in his surveillance. Blast. “Go!” Ruhger said, pulling his laser pistol and firing.

      They ran back to the storage area, Ruhger spinning back to fire again. A curse, and return fire, but the angle was bad for both of them. Ruhger could hold them off indefinitely, but he couldn’t do that and get out of here.

      Tyron scrambled up the ladder. “I’m up—come on!”

      Ruhger leaned out and fired again. When he pulled back in, he closed the storage area hatch and punched the big button, hopefully locking it. The hatch was airtight; maybe it would take the mutineers a few minutes to get through.

      Ruhger climbed the ladder, pulled it up and heaved the hatch shut, locking it. All three of them crawled as fast as they could back to Grant. “Grant, we got spotted. Gotta move out.”

      “Ruthie, do you know where these tunnels go?” Grant asked.

      Ruhger could hear the slightly frantic edge, even if no one else would notice. Ruhger paused. He had the map. He put it on the floor of the tunnel and shot a pic of it. He pulled it up on his holo, and passed it to his team and Chief Bhoher.

      Ruhger didn’t know if the transmission would make it through all the rock, but he’d try. He crawled forward, knowing they couldn’t stay there.

      A text came in from Chief. “Secured tunnels around a compartment labeled ‘Nursery.’ Can you reach Nursery?”

      Thank all the suns Chief won the battle. Ruhger scanned the upper tunnel map and finally found the right place. Hope this is drawn to scale. He replied, “Yes. ETA 10. Have one package.”

      Ruhger could almost hear Chief’s grunt, his usual reply to almost everything. He told the team, “We’re headed to the nursery. Ask Ruthie if she wants us to carry her?”

      Grant snorted. “One of us?” he said. “Me, you mean.”

      “No, you’re too tall. She’d bash her head on the overhead.”

      Grant said, “Ruthie, we’re going to the nursery. Can you keep crawling or do you want a ride?”

      “I’m tired,” she whined. “Don’t wanna go.”

      “We’re going, Ruthie. Crawl or ride, that’s your choice,” Grant said, starting down the tunnel again.

      “Okaaay. I’m coming.”

      “Good, Ruthie. Now, stay right behind me, and if you get tired, say something.”

      “I’m tired!”

      Ruhger sighed. Children were a pain. He turned on his exterior mic and lay flat on the tunnel floor, popping the D-ring on his back just below his armor’s neck. “Ruthie, I’m Ruhger. I want you to crawl on my back and hang on, okay? Lie down so you don’t hit your head.” He was shorter but stronger than all of them.

      “Fun!”

      The little girl climbed on, her legs wrapping around his waist.

      Ruhger said, “Hang on,” and levered himself back up to his hands and knees, trying to stay level. But she weighed more than she looked.

      Ruthie squealed and started to slide. Ruhger caught her with one hand. “Hang on!”

      “Okay,” Ruthie sniffled.

      Stars save him from little kids. He got up and started crawling. She weighed a ton, and before long Ruhger was sweating, his armor struggling to keep him cool. It could be worse; he could be carrying a full-grown man, somebody like Wilson. Heavy or not, Ruhger wouldn’t leave anyone behind. He kept plodding.

      “Almost there,” Grant said. “Now what? We can’t see in, we don’t know who’s in there, and we’ll be spotted as soon as we open the hatch.”

      “Stand by,” Ruhger said. He messaged Chief. “Arrived. Awaiting orders.”

      “Ruthie, can you climb off Ruhger now?” Loren asked. “We’ll get your blanket and pillow set up and you can take a nap. How does that sound?”

      Ruhger lowered himself to the ground. Ruthie rolled off him, kicking him on the way. He was thankful again for the armor, even if it didn’t fit right. When he got back on his hands and knees, he saw Tyron anticipated his request.

      Tyron had pulled an interface cable out of his suit and was trying to pop the faceplate off the hatch control pad. “Ruhger, a little help?” Tyron shifted to the other side of the hatch.

      Ruhger crawled forward. Drawing Xena from the sheath on his calf, he inserted the cerimetal blade between the casing and the hatch and twisted. The faceplate popped off.

      Tyron caught it with a grin. “I still can’t believe Wilson loaned you Xena,” he said, gingerly poking through the guts of the locking mechanism.

      “I know.” Ruhger carefully sheathed her. Wilson must be really worried to let him borrow Xena. Rehmington just snorted when Wilson called Xena “his other warrior princess,” but Ruhger was pretty sure Wilson would have a hard time choosing between them.

      “Found the interface,” Tyron said, sitting back. “Might take a while to hack this.”

      Grant said, “Try the same numbers, two, four, six, eight.”

      “Who do we appreciate! Jhovah!” Ruthie said with a giggle. “Sh. Don’t tell. Grown-ups don’t like it.” She was snuggled down in the blanket, head on the pillow, her eyelids drooping.

      Tyron said, “You’re right. How’d you guess?”

      “Little kids can’t remember a bunch of different stuff. If they want the kids to escape using these tunnels, then there’s only a few combinations.”

      “That’s a great point, Grant,” Ruhger said. “Good job.”

      Grant smiled, but only for a few seconds. He looked worried. And a little scared.

      Before Ruhger could ask why, Chief sent him another text. “Entering nursery in ten mikes. Listen for countdown. Sending intel vid. Your mission: take out interior guards. Fire only if certain to hit target, use most accurate weapon, shoot to kill authorized.”

      A vid popped in. Ruhger accepted it and forwarded it to his team. A big compartment, the walls and overhead slightly rounded and flat gray like everything on Jericho Mining Station, the decking covered with sleeping—or stunned—children.

      According to their maps, the room should be about fifteen by five meters. The main entry hatch was on the long side, an armored man leaning on the wall next to it, his helmet off. He looked half asleep. A fully armored figure fidgeted in the corner to Ruhger’s left, if he had this vid oriented correctly. He wasn’t absolutely positive, because the ceiling hatch wasn’t obvious in the surveillance vid. Ruhger was pretty sure the enemy had no idea the ceiling hatch existed or they’d have eyes on it.

      “Here’s my plan, subject to Chief’s changes. We’ve got one Tango with helmet up, one without. If I’ve got this surveillance aligned correctly with the compartment, the one without a helmet is there, next to the hatch—” Ruhger pointed opposite the hatch’s hinge where he sat “—and the fully armored one is ninety degrees to my left.” He pointed.

      “Tyron, you and I lie with our upper bodies across the hatch, Grant on your legs, Loren on mine, holding us down. On Chief’s mark, Tyron activates the hatch, letting it swing down with us. We slow our momentum, so we stop at the bottom, then fire. Tyron, you stun the guy without the helmet, I’ll shoot the other one in the helmet. The laser pistol should be enough to blind my target temporarily, at least long enough for Chief to get in and finish the job with a rifle.” He looked directly at Tyron. “If you end up stunning a couple of kids too, no problem. Any changes or objections?”

      “I’d rather shoot him,” Tyron muttered. “But I won’t. Safer for everyone.”

      Grant said, “Copy that, boss.”

      “You got it, commander,” Loren said with a smirk.

      Ruhger copied voice to text of his mission brief and sent it to Chief. With five minutes to go, Chief sent back: “Concur.”

      Ruhger smiled a little. He had earned his position. All those rad-blasters claiming he was using his daddy and mommy’s positions in Phalanx Eagle to fast-track his command and pilot apprenticeships were wrong. Dead wrong. Just like those Tangos in the compartment.

      “Two minutes,” came across the text.

      “Let’s get in place. You guys getting the countdown?” Ruhger pulled his laser pistol, aligned himself correctly, and laid face down across the hatch, squeezed in next to and partly on top of Tyron. Ruhger’s shoulders were too broad. He might not be tall, but he was strong.

      “Yeah,” “Yep,” “Affirmative,” the chorus said.

      “Thanks, guys. You’ve done a great job,” Ruhger said. If it all went bad… “Thanks for coming on this mission with me.”

      From her spot twenty meters down the tunnel, Ruthie called out, “Don’t you guys have some sort of tech thing to hold you down?”

      Tyron looked at him and Ruhger stared back, dumbfounded. All of them burst out laughing. Suns, I am an idiot.

      Ruhger turned on his external mic. “Yeah, we do. Thanks.” He laid back down across the hatch and adjusted his grav generator.

      Tyron settled next to him, still chuckling.

      At the thirty-second warning, Ruhger gripped his pistol firmly, but not too tight, and made sure his finger was perfectly placed outside the trigger guard.

      Chief counted down, text coming through at the same time: “Five, four, three, two, execute.”

      Ruhger hit the enter key on the hatch and the mechanism released, but the hatch didn’t open. Stuck! He raised his upper body and slammed down. The hatch swung open, squealing and groaning.

      Blast! Ruhger and Tyron held themselves up, knowing the guards would hear it. Laser fire hit the hatch, but not them. Tyron traded his stunner for the laser pistol Loren shoved in his face. Something exploded, followed by screaming, kids running everywhere.

      He and Tyron dropped in, Ruhger scanning for his target. The Tango was on the far side of the room, a child against his chest. Ruhger took in a breath, aimed, let the breath half out and squeezed the trigger. Light coruscated around the enemy’s helmet and he fired back at them, but missed, hitting the overhead far from Ruhger’s position. Ruhger kept firing until the enemy dropped his arm, aiming at the child in his arms. Rad blaster!

      The Tango’s helmet disappeared and the child dropped to the ground, running away. The body collapsed. Ruhger searched for more enemies, but there were none left. Chief’s team poured into the compartment, the first one bearing a rifle. Ruhger gave him a thumbs-up.

      Chief’s voice was calm in his ear. “Bring your team down, Ruhger.”

      The ladder unfurled. Ruhger turned his head; Ruthie smiled down at him. He grinned back, activated his grav generator, and plummeted down through the hatch, spinning and halting just above the ground. Tyron, Grant and Loren followed, and then Ruthie climbed down.

      Suns, the wailing was deafening. Ruhger turned down his outside volume.

      Ruthie ran to one of the kids and hugged him tight.

      Ruhger never wanted children. Too noisy, too much work. Too much risk.

      “Listen up, people,” Chief Bhoher said over the comms. “We’ve still got to get out of here with all these kids. Grant, you’re up. Get them organized so we can get moving.”

      Ruhger headed for Ruthie. “Ruthie, can you get these kids to pay attention? We’ve got to get them out of here and to our shuttle.”

      She looked up, tear tracks running down her face. “Of course.” She wiped her cheeks and shook herself once. “Hey, Jericho, listen to my story!” She waited for a few seconds, and repeated the words, louder.

      She was kind of singing the words. Ruhger stepped back to watch.

      The kids answered, a little raggedly, “Jericho listens and learns.”

      Ruthie said, “These people are here to help. I know they look scary and have big guns, but they’re here to save us from the bad people who took our parents. We have to follow them out of here, quietly. Help each other. It’s going to be a hard journey, but we can make it together. Do you hear me?” She sang the last phrase.

      “Jericho hears you,” the kids sang back.

      Grant stepped up beside her and sang out, “Jericho, listen to my words.” His voice cracked and wavered.

      “Jericho hears you.”

      “Jericho, we’re gonna make a journey, a long, long, trip...”
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      Ruhger followed the train of children walking four across, holding hands. The kids stayed in their nice, neat lines without complaint or chatter. It was kind of creepy.

      “Contact. Multiple targets.”

      Blast. They’d almost made it. The lines of kids halted. Ruhger turned, checking their six. He knew Jana and Fortnight were back there, but three were better than two.

      “Jana, point. Ruhger, train lead. Back to the last intersection and turn right. Get them one hundred meters beyond and stand by.”

      Ruhger watched the kids turn in his holo, and held his hand out, down low next to his thigh, telling them not to follow. He jogged back to the intersection, slowing as he got closer.

      Creeping up to the intersection, Ruhger used his fiber vid to peer around the corner. Clear in both directions. He turned back and waved to the new lead kid, one Ruthie appointed as a “shepherd,” whatever one of those was.

      Ruhger walked down the passageway, far enough so the entire train of kids was a hundred meters past the intersection, and held up a hand to halt them. Once Tyron was clear, he said, “Chief, train in place.”

      “Shuttle side upper assault, execute,” Chief said.

      Ruhger turned back to the youngsters. He brought his hands up and clapped once, getting their attention. He spread his hands apart, toward the tunnel walls, and then turned them to motion down. The train split in the middle, stepping to the tunnel walls, and crouched down. Ruhger smiled. Perfect.

      Lasers whined. Chief was taking full advantage of the upper tunnels. He’d stashed a fire team up there, split to bracket the kid train. When PE found them again, Chief had them drop down in a surprise attack, behind PE.

      Ruhger turned his back to the children and jogged forward twenty meters. There could be more enemies out here, trying to get a jump on them.

      “Jana, Ruhger, upper assault back side, option two. Move out. Tyron, six.”

      Blast and rad. The surprise counter assault didn’t work. Chief and the others had to stay, make sure the mutineers couldn’t recapture the kids. Ruhger turned back to the kids, motioning for them to stand and follow. He walked ahead, at what seemed like a ridiculously slow pace, but it was all the littlest could do. They’d be carrying some of them soon. He led them down the tunnels, turning on the route Ruthie mapped for them.

      “Train, halt, contact,” Jana said.

      Chief said, “Shuttle blown.”

      Ruhger stopped and held up his hand to halt the kids, and jogged forward. Blast it all to a black hole. This wasn’t good. Trapped in a pincer and their escape shuttle gone. He’d only taken a few steps when he spotted Ruthie sprinting to him in his rear holo. He stopped and waited for her. She needed a comm link.

      “Ruhger,” she hissed. “There’s another tunnel. Follow me.” She jogged forward, and Ruhger fell in beside her. Fifteen meters up, she slid her hand along the tunnel wall on her right, and pressed. A hidden hatch opened, a meter-wide oval, swinging away from them.

      Ruhger peered in. A ladder of bare cerimetal loops pounded into the rock led down into darkness. “Command, taking an alternate route. Marking.” He placed a coded tag below the hatch and activated his exterior mic. “Ruthie, how did you open that?”

      “Hidden release. Feel for the depression with a dot in the middle. No dot in the middle, it activates a stunner.”

      Ruhger repeated her words to the team. These Jericho people really were paranoid. But when they really are all out to get you...

      “Ruhger,” Jana said. “We’ll hold here. Go.”

      Terror shot through his system. He was completely in charge of thirty-eight kids.

      “Move out, Ruhger,” Jana barked. “We’ll follow when it’s safe.”

      Jana’s words shook him out of his panic. “Ruthie, you’re right behind me. Loren, train lead. Grant middle. Tyron, six. Heading down.” Ruhger holstered his pistol, knowing he’d need both hands for the ladder. If it had side rungs, he’d slide down them.

      He noticed Ruthie shaking her head at him… Warmth flared in his cheeks. He was an idiot. He pulled his pistol again, adjusted his grav generator, and stepped into the darkness. He dropped fast, then slowed and landed gently on the sealed surface.

      Ruhger turned on his infrared sensors, which worked this time—no glowing bodies waited. He scanned with all the other sensors, got nothing, and turned his helmet light on low.

      The tunnel was maybe a meter and a half wide, just tall enough for him, all rounded off, not a finished passageway. Same light gray coating, but it seemed softer under his boots, like they’d sprayed a heavier layer. Maybe to minimize vibrations, so seismic sensors couldn’t find someone using it?

      Ruthie climbed down behind him.

      “Train, five-meter drop. Grant, Loren, lift the littlest kids down.”

      Ruthie pulled something off the wall and another beam of light shone.

      These people were prepared. “Lights on the wall—give ‘em to the kids.” Ruhger walked forward, the beam of his headlamp disappearing into darkness. After ten meters, the tunnel turned, fortunately toward the exterior of the asteroid. He walked another twenty meters, knowing that was enough room to get all the kids stuffed in, without spreading them out too much. “Ruthie, where does this go?”

      She whispered, “There’s escape pods at the end. Big ones.”

      “Just escape pods? Can you control them?”

      Ruthie shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen them, just heard the older kids talk about them.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” They waited.

      “Train down, hatch secured,” Tyron said.

      “Let’s go,” Ruhger told Ruthie and the shepherd kid. Ruhger moved forward at the same slow walk, scanning ahead with all his sensors, worried about the lack of a point. But he couldn’t split their forces any further. He had to trust in the ingenuity of the Jericho miners.

      They kept walking, the tunnel twisting and turning. His sensors picked up random spots of warmth above them, usually off to one side or the other, interspersed with areas of electronics. What would all that be? Living quarters, maybe?

      After eleven minutes, they reached the end of the tunnel. Ruthie ran her hands over the end, and sides of the tunnel. She finally found the release, almost higher than she could reach, and the hidden hatch swung away from them. Ruhger stepped into a long passageway, at least two hundred meters long, with five hatches spread along the length, a keypad at each one. Ruhger stepped up to the closest one.

      “Escape Three,” the label read. Ruhger entered “2, 4, 6, 8,” and the hatch swung in toward him. Another hatch stood three meters in front of him. An airlock. He stepped up to it and entered the same code, the hatch swinging in toward him. He passed through two more hatches. Lights came on and Ruhger stepped into the shuttle—a troop ship. Yes!

      Rows of closely-packed seats, stacked three high and five across, their barely-padded beige plas dusty, straps dangling, waiting for passengers. Ruhger squeezed along the narrow opening to his left, counting. Three rows this way too, for a total of forty-five seats. More than enough.

      He sighed with relief and stepped into the control area. Three seats here, a little larger, the padding a little thicker, the straps full harnesses, but all of them just as dusty. He ran a hand along the bottom of what looked like a vid screen. It lit up, showing the current status of the ship—powered off.

      Well, first things first. “Train, come in, get everyone strapped in.”

      “Ruhger, there’s a couple of sani-mods and emergency rations here,” Loren said. “Let’s get these kids vented, then food and water when they’re strapped in.”

      “Excellent idea. You, Grant and Ruthie do that. Tyron, come up here; let’s get this thing warmed up and see if we can figure out the navigation system.” Ruhger strapped into the left-hand seat, and selected an icon labeled “cold start.” The system walked him through the procedure, step by step, obviously designed for non-pilots.

      Tyron joined him and brought up the navigation system.

      This was easy. He grinned at Tyron and he grinned back.

      Oh, blast. He forgot to report. Ruhger sent a text to Chief. “Escape shuttles found. 5 shuttles, 45 pax each, loading #3 now.”

      “Do not launch. Threat active.”

      Which meant they’d get blown to bits if they launched. His stomach sank. Ruhger released his straps. “Let’s get these kids strapped in.”

      Working together, they got all the kids through the sani-mods and in seats. The kids quietly sucked water pouches and munched down energy bars, some of them falling asleep before they finished.

      They waited. Ruhger and Tyron read through the shuttle’s documentation—the thing was ancient—while Grant and Loren took turns watching their six. All the children fell asleep.

      Ruhger finished his third review and leaned back in his seat, rubbing the dust off the armrests. Why did Wreck destroy Phalanx Eagle? Why did anyone follow Wreck? They were making good credits taking typical mercenary gigs—missions that didn’t require selling living, thinking beings. There weren’t enough credits in the universe. Slavers were mudhugging slime and PE was too.

      His parents were smart to put Chief Bhoher in charge of rescuing the Jericho Mining Colony kids while they got the word out about the mutiny. Then Wilson and Rehmington would start a new, different business. In the past, they’d discussed running a secure fold transport company. Folding rich beings around the universe would use all their fold transports and shuttles and the infantry troops, and keep them out of wars.

      “Blast!” Tyron exclaimed.

      Ruhger jolted out of his grim thoughts. “What?”

      “I dropped some sensors on our back trail. They’re pinging. Is Chief inbound?”

      “He hasn’t said so.” Ruhger sent a text to Chief: “Inbound? Back trail pinging.”

      He got a reply immediately. “Enemy.”

      “Blast and rad.” Ruhger threw off his straps. “It’s the mutineers, not Chief.” He squeezed back through the narrow gap between the shuttle wall and the seats.

      Ruthie leaned against the shuttle’s hatch, yawning.

      “Ruthie, bad guys are coming down the tunnel. Do you know if there’s any defenses or traps?”

      She ran from the troop shuttle. “I don’t know, but if there are, the controls will be here.” Ruthie stopped in front of the hatch back into the tunnel and ran her hands over the walls again. She pressed something and a panel slid open, a red button displayed, a label reading “Activate Defense” above it. “This is it. It might destroy the tunnel—then your guys can’t get here.”

      “Oh, they’ll get here,” Ruhger said. “They can go outside. Armor is airtight. Press it.”

      She pressed the button. Nothing happened. Ruthie shrugged. “No way to know if it works.”

      The hatch cracked open. Ruhger rammed it closed with his body, turning his grav generator to max. He’d burn power fast, but there wasn’t a choice.

      Grant ran up, pistol drawn. “Ruthie, get in the shuttle!”

      Ruhger messaged Chief. “Enemy breach. Must launch.” Ruhger’s feet slid and the hatch opened.

      An arm stuck through, firing a laser pistol.

      Grant slammed into the hatch next to him with his grav on max. The arm dropped to the floor, red blood flowing.

      Ruhger’s stomach lurched, but he held it in. Throwing up in armor sucked.

      “Going to seal the hatch mech with my pistol,” Grant said. “Max dark, turn your head.”

      Ruhger closed his eyes and turned away, but the blue light was still wincingly bright.

      The whine of the laser stopped. “Don’t know how long that will hold,” Grant said. “Pistol’s out of juice. Spots in my eyes.”

      Chief said, “Ruhger, can you push away at very low impulse? We’re on the outside of your shuttle but there’s no airlock. Rehmington neutralized the folder and shuttles.”

      Ruhger checked the dock release protocols. “Yeah, I can do that, but I don’t know if the hatch will hold long enough for us to get away.”

      “No choice. Go!”

      Ruhger and Grant ran for the shuttle. Ruhger said, “We’re launching now. Seats!”

      “Hatch opening!” Tyron called.

      They sprinted in past Loren, his pistol drawn. Ruhger shuffled sideways and threw himself into the pilot’s seat. Ruhger put his hands over the docking controls, Tyron’s hovered over the airlocks.

      Ruhger snapped, “Grant, Loren, in!”

      “Go, I’ll hold here,” Grant said.

      “Inside,” Chief barked. “Now.”

      Loren said, “He’s in. Go!”

      The airlock lights turned green. Ruhger pushed them away at the minimum impulse. They drifted away from the dock.

      “Entering,” Chief said.

      The exterior airlock hatch open and closed. The interior hatch activated and armor clashed.

      Chief slammed into the bulkhead next to Ruhger, slid behind him and into the far right-hand seat. Chief held up a hand before either one of them could say anything. The airlock cycled again. Buckles snapped in the seats, the rest of their forces strapping in.

      Ruhger sure hoped they’d all made it, but they probably lost some.

      “Copy,” Chief said. He swept a hand to Ruhger. “Fastest orbit possible.”

      Ruhger pulled up Chief’s message. Coordinates to the folder. He read them off and Tyron entered them. Chief read them back and Tyron triple-checked them, while Ruhger plotted their route.

      “Anybody not strapped in, get there!” Ruhger roared.

      “Go, Ruhger,” Chief said. “Good job, all of you.”

      High praise from Chief Bhoher. Ruhger smiled. “Executing.” Ruhger punched the button and slammed back into the seat. They were going home. Or what was left of home.
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      From the end of the chow hall table, Ruhger watched Ruthie, who turned out to be twelve years old, not seven. Ruthie adjusted quickly to life in space, a life where her intelligence and quick thinking was appreciated. She talked her way into an apprenticeship with their new secure fold transport business. The rest of the children were placed in homes scattered across the universe, hopefully hiding them from Phalanx Eagle’s vengeance. Wilson hoped the random folds hid all of them as well, at least until their new venture was up and running. Ruhger’s battle-tested apprentice status meant he was included in the planning, even if he was only running errands.

      Ruhger smiled. He’d proven he had what it took; he wasn’t flying on his parents’ reputation. He’d keep working, harder than everybody, and be the youngest and best fold transport pilot ever. Ruhger knew he’d captain his own ship someday soon.

      

      The End
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      A relentless drizzle fell on the Big Fucking Woods. It might have been called something else by the sentient quadrupeds who had inhabited this planet before humanity came along, or by the human colonists, when they were still human. But to Gunnery Sergeant Irene Winters, this forest was the BFW. She hardly even noticed the rain anymore.

      She lay prone behind her rifle on a tree limb as wide as a sidewalk. The housewood stuck up above the canopy, giving her a clear line of fire to the Necro camp 450 meters away.

      Intel said the Necros were mustering for an attack on a nearby town. They’d built shelters and covered them with branches and clods of leaf mould to defeat thermal imaging. The boss Necro hadn’t showed yet, but LiDAR and thermal vision painted shambling ghosts in her scope, keeping her on the alert. Necros were restless, never sleeping through the night, constantly getting up to pee or quarrel.

      At three in the morning, Irene’s spotter, lying beside her on the housewood limb, whispered, “Got a possible match.”

      Irene dialed up her magnification. The shadowy topography of nose, brow, and chin matched the facial measurements in her rifle’s database of priority targets. Her pulse rate did not change. “97% certainty,” she whispered. “Wind?”

      “One minute right.”

      She dialed the target into her crosshairs. “Holding center mass.”

      “Fire when ready.”

      “Hail Mary, full of grace,” Irene breathed. “The Lord is with thee.” She always prayed before taking a shot. “Blessed art thou among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.” The last words emptied her lungs. She pulled back on the trigger.

      The target went down.

      More Necros scrambled out of the tents. Irene slammed in her electric load and glided her crosshairs to one enemy, then another. The ballistic suppressor reduced each report to a wet pop. Electrically charged plastic bullets hammered into Necro bodies, delivering knock-out shocks. “Holy Mary—Mother of God—pray for us sinners—now and at the hour of our death—amen.” Our Lady was with her tonight. She made pretty much every shot. When she got through, nothing moved except Necros twitching on the ground.

      The radio crackled two words that blended with the rustle of the rain on the leaves: “Movin’ in.”

      “You’re good,” Irene panted.

      Shadowy four-footed shapes slunk from the trees. Irene glassed them: wolves, a couple tigers, a coyote. Troopers of the 17th Recon. They tore up the shelters, savaged any Necros lying low, and mauled the ones Irene had put on the ground. They didn’t have gun cams tracking every move they made.

      The rules of engagement stated that you were only allowed to utilize lethal force if uninfected lives were clearly at risk. The rules of engagement were a crock of shit. Irene followed them religiously, but that’s only because she saw it as her duty as a soldier, not because she approved of letting Necros live.

      “Shifters, huh,” said the spotter.

      “Yeah.”

      “Why ain’t you down there?” He meant: Irene was a Shifter, too, so why wasn’t she in one of the dedicated Shifter units?

      “Because I can do most good,” Irene said, “right where I am.”

      The 17th Recon spent the rest of the night felling brush to clear an LZ adjacent to the camp. They also tidied up the camp itself. Irene and her spotter went down to help. It was a gory scene, lit by the 17th Recon’s flashlights. Irene didn’t do well with body parts. She had never felt the urge to rend and tear prey. She had grown up in the city, where meat came from supermarkets. She preferred to stay at a comfortable distance and destroy the enemy with skillful hand-eye coordination. She sat in a tree, covering the 17th Recon’s backs while they carried the mutilated Necros into the woods and buried them. She heard curses, laughter, and people tripping. She started to shiver, the damp penetrating through her supposedly waterproof fatigues.

      At first light a helicopter arrived. A colonel with sticking-up black hair and a face that looked as if he’d washed it too hard surveyed the camp. In the gray morning light, the Necros’ meager goods lay stacked with military precision alongside the wreckage of their shelters. Their beasts of burden, which looked like giant woodlice, snuffled the ground, tied to trees. There was no longer a single Necro in sight, except for Irene’s target, who lay on a stretcher supplied by the 17th Recon. He was fortyish, gaunt, with suppurating sores on his exposed ankles and a gangrenous cut on his neck. The special tranquilizer dart she’d used to take him down was still sticking in the breast of his ragged coat.

      The colonel waved a handheld over the target’s face. It chimed a match. “Good work, Sergeant …” He eyeballed her nametag. “Winters.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She was falling asleep where she stood. Couldn’t wait to get back to base for a shower and sleep.

      “The target wasn’t alone, surely?” the colonel said.

      “The rest of them all ran away, sir,” said the 17th Recon lieutenant, now back in human form.

      Irene said nothing. She was no snitch.

      “As per fucking usual,” the colonel said with heavy sarcasm. But he obviously didn’t care enough to bother investigating further. He was chewing dip with a ferocity that suggested he was in a hurry to get out of here. His escort—Marines in biohazard suits, an otherworldly contrast to the ragged, louche soldiers of the 17th Recon—tied the prisoner down on the stretcher. They loaded him into the chopper.

      The colonel crooked a finger at Irene. “Winters, with me.”

      “Sir?”

      “I need you to escort the prisoner. If he wakes up, he might be more than a match for these two.”

      The Marines grimaced behind their visors.

      “Shifter,” the colonel explained.

      Shifters did not get the rot. God knows why, but there it was. If the prisoner kicked off, Irene would be able to tackle him without any risk of getting infected. Those biohazard suits were known to rip like paper. The colonel wasn’t even wearing one.

      “Yes, sir.” Irene shouldered her rifle. Glanced at her spotter. “Gonzalez, tell the guys I’ve gone to …”

      “Classified,” the colonel said.

      Everything was classified in the army. She shrugged. Figured she’d be back with her unit within a couple days.
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      The BFW petered out on the lower slopes of the mountain range that bisected the continent known as Find. Beyond that, winter gales tore streamers of snow off sky-piercing peaks. A few colonial ski resorts survived, transformed into army bases. One of these was Bull Rock. The mountain which loomed over the little town was said to look like a bull’s head from a distance. Irene wouldn’t know. She had arrived in the back of a windowless transport plane. Since then, she had not left the base.

      She crouched in a flimsy fire tower, warming her hands alternately in the armpits of her coat. Her rifle rested on its tripod, surveilling a steep road winding downhill through fir-analogs. The colonel had promised she would be returned to her unit. But he hadn’t made transport arrangements for her. She had hung around the airstrip for a couple of days, trying to talk her way onto a flight, and then a combat artillery captain had spotted her Ghost Gators patch and grabbed her to fill out his roster. That was all it took. Now she was stuck indefinitely in this miserable rear base, guarding a …

      A hotel. That’s what it still said on the signs, and on the sofa that the night watch had dragged up into the fire tower. Bull Rock Hotel. But the fortress-like building nestled in the firs behind her wasn’t a hotel anymore. Scuttlebutt said it was a …

      A prison. The Bull Rock Hotel had become a detainment center for high-value Necro captives.

      Irene felt like she was the prisoner here. The wind sliced straight through the fire tower. Forlorn graffiti of dicks decorated the walls. Her one consolation was that she got to stand her watches alone, having proved that she could be trusted not to watch porn, go to sleep, or steal self-heating drink packs to keep her hands and feet warm.

      A bird-analog winged over the trees that separated the hotel from the town. It looked like a small flying dolphin, except that half its length was the beak it used to rend prey up to and including humans. Irene waited until it neared the wall around the hotel grounds, and then shot it. With a screech, it plummetted to the snow. Of course, it would wake up and fly away in a few hours, if a foot patrol didn’t find it first. She radioed in the shooting with embarrassment, not wanting to sound like she thought she’d accomplished something.

      Come dusk she handed over to the night watch. Rifle slung on her back, she trudged up the drive of the hotel. She lived with the other base security personnel in what had been the Bull Rock Day Spa. It was separated from the main hotel building by a force field perimeter reinforced by barbed wire. No one ever crossed that perimeter except for supply drivers and staff officers.

      The insides of the day spa building’s windows dripped condensation. Decade-old tourism posters flickered on the walls of the chow hall. Behind the buffet counter, where chefs had once prepared local delicacies, Fleet food services contractors dished up army slop.

      Irene held out her tray for a serving of mashed potatoes.

      “Harp seal?” said the food services guy, pausing his loaded serving spoon.

      She looked him up and down. Six foot five. Wavy blond hair too long by Fleet standards. The question was how he’d figured out that she was a Shifter. They were physically indistinguishable from mainstream humans. It wasn’t exactly classified information, but on the other hand, no one knew her here, that she knew of.

      “Give me my mash,” she said.

      “Dolphin?”

      He was trying to guess what her preferred animal form was. Correction—she realized, meeting his cheerful brown eyes—he was flirting.

      “I’ll tell you my animal form,” she said, “if you tell me why a guy who looks like he could bench press a van is serving mashed potatoes, instead of out there doing some good.”

      “I got a record. This was the only way I was getting to the action.”

      Irene laughed. So did all the other bored, under-utilized soldiers around her. “How’s that working out for you?”

      She took her tray to a table near the window and leaned her rifle in the other chair, so no one could take it. Contractors climbed ladders to wire strobe lights on the ceiling. Later the chow hall would go dark for the weekly dance, a sex-sodden orgy of drunkenness and violence. Irene planned to spend it in her bunk with her headphones on.

      Chair legs squealed. The tobacco-chewing colonel sat down next to her rifle. “Sergeant Winters.”

      She sat up straighter—“Sir—” thoughts whirling, wondering how she could get him to fix her up with a flight back to the BFW.

      He had a pile of diced steak on his plate. When she passed through the chow line there hadn’t been any. Staff officer privileges. He filled his cheeks with food. “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Sir, I plan on listening to an audiobook about the lifecycle of the cloud whale.”

      “It’ll keep. I want you on duty in the main building at 20:00 hours. Don’t be late.”

      He left his scarcely-touched tray of food behind him. Irene reached over and claimed a handful of steak cubes before the inevitable flock of grunts swooped down like bird-analogs.
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      19:50 hours found her at the sentry kiosk in the force field perimeter around the main building, arguing with the guards. They wanted her to leave her rifle with them.

      “Colonel Smith said I could take my weapon with me.” Actually, he had not said she couldn’t. Not quite the same thing.

      “No weapons beyond this point.” The kiosk was about a thousand times cozier than her crummy fire tower. The guards slouched, pink-cheeked, around a radiant heater. They refused to lower the force field for her until Colonel Smith came out from the main building and confirmed that she would have to leave her rifle behind.

      She felt a spike of panic as a guard put it into a locker. She never let her rifle out of her sight. It was the only thing on this whole planet that was always there for her. They had taken her away from her unit, they’d taken her away from the BFW, they’d taken away her motivation, but they had never tried to take away her weapon … until now. She felt naked and jumpy as she walked up the last stretch of the drive beside Colonel Smith.

      She had learned his name, but she still didn’t know what he did. Or what actually happened in the …

      The prison?

      Automatic doors swished. Warmth engulfed her. Armchairs and sofas dotted a luxurious atrium. Officers sat around chatting, reading, smoking. A burly captain was playing the piano. Even the café was open, serving coffee and pastries. Irene blinked. Some prison this was.

      Two soldiers in biohazard suits trudged up to them.

      “We’re going to visit B227,” Smith said. “Sergeant Winters will be assisting.”

      The bunny-suited soldiers fell in. They tramped past the front desk to a service corridor, a kitchen, and then stairs leading down to the basement level. Another security checkpoint blocked the bottom of the stairs. Irene had to sign a sternly worded nondisclosure agreement. After that, the Marines manning the checkpoint wanded her, Smith, and their escorts with impartial thoroughness.

      A few steps past the checkpoint, the walls changed from concrete to bare limestone. The hotel stood on a large storage complex, part natural cave system, partly excavated. Water rushed behind the walls, which were warm to the touch. That would be the famous hot springs, bubbling up from the planet’s mantle. “The baths upstairs are still working,” Smith said. “You should come over for a soak sometime.”

      Irene nodded distractedly. Heavy steel doors filled holes in the walls—raw, recent construction. Their footsteps set up echoes that seemed to multiply into yammering groans. And she could smell something … something horribly familiar ...

      Shifters, in animal form, had immensely keen noses. That’s why the trackers of the reconnaissance units could locate Necro hideouts in the depths of the BFW. Irene did not make her living with her nose. She wasn’t in animal form—in fact, she hadn’t Shifted since she got to Bull Rock. But even in human form, she was attuned to scents. Underneath the smell of sulphur from the hot springs, and the dank odor of damp, she could smell…

      Blood.

      Smith unlocked a door marked 227. Holding her bottom lip between her teeth, she followed him in.

      Glaring light assaulted her eyes. An overpowering stench of blood and ordure flooded her nose. The room was an empty cell, three meters by three. At its far end, a naked man lay on the floor. No, he was chained to a staple driven into the wall. The chains rattled as he started up at their entrance.

      “How’re you doing, my friend?” Smith said.

      The soldiers took up positions by the door.

      “Not dead yet, Colonel?” the prisoner croaked, with a terrible, gaptoothed smile. “Are you sure? You can be dead without knowing it.” This was the kind of thing Necros always said. “Have you been tested recently? Don’t take anything for granted.”

      “I appreciate your concern,” Smith said. “How about showing some concern for your own people? How many more of them must die before you tell us the truth about the rot?”

      “It’s wonderful being dead. You should try it.”

      “I’ll pass,” Smith drawled.

      “You don’t feel anything at all.”

      Irene’s stomach churned. Further details of the cell impressed themselves on her. Feces and blood smeared the rock floor. A bucket of dirty liquid stood in the corner. The Necro was covered with cuts and bruises. His chains allowed him to sit up or lie flat, no more.

      Smith gestured Irene forward. The Necro’s eyes crawled over her. Smith’s lips curled. “Take off your top,” he murmured to Irene.

      “What? Sir?”

      “He hasn’t had a sight of a woman in a year. Let’s give him a proper look. See if that doesn’t make him feel something.”

      Irene muttered something about the cold. In fact, it was hot. She was sweating in her coat.

      Smith sighed. “We’re fighting for humanity here, Sergeant. We don’t have the luxury of being nice to these fuckers.” He shucked his own coat and tossed it to one of the guards. He rolled up his sleeves and put on a pair of elbow-length surgical gloves. Then he picked up the bucket and tossed its contents over the prisoner’s back. Irene smelled urine. Smith grabbed a rag and roughly wiped the prisoner’s skin, exposing a filigree of cuts whch had been covered with dirt and scabs. Without thinking, Irene stepped forward to make sure she had seen what she thought she saw.

      The prisoner’s back was carved all over with crude pictures of dicks. Just like in her fire tower. How unoriginal.

      Her mind tied itself in knots like a caged animal. This wasn’t allowed. It couldn’t be allowed. In an age when humanity had split into various strains of alt-human, leaving mainstream humans to hold down an increasingly squeezed middle, the definition of humanity had become a moral straitjacket. What makes us human? The things we don’t do. One of those things was torture. Now Smith was ripping up the Homo sapiens playbook in front of Irene’s eyes.

      His boot crunched on the Necro’s right hand. He drew a small, bright knife from his belt and began to go over the cuts, deepening them. Blood and pus flowed. The Necro hollered like an animal. “You don’t feel anything, huh?” Smith grunted, pushing harder with the blade. “Bullshit, my friend. Bullshit.”

      Irene threw up.

      One of the bunny-suits left the room. He came back with a bucket of clean water and tossed it over her puke. Eyes streaming, she spat, apologized.

      Smith finished his artwork. At last he turned to her, ignoring the groaning, bleeding Necro behind him. “Where are you from, Sergeant?”

      If she had her rifle right now, she would shoot him in the face. She would shoot all of them. But—but what about those other officers upstairs? The ones reading the news from home and playing the piano? Were they all in on this? Did this facility have high-level approval? Was she the only one too dim to see why it was necessary?

      “I’m from Ponce de Leon,” she answered. At least he couldn’t call her a hick.

      “A Heartworld. Population ninety million. All healthy, happy, and safe. That’s what we’re fighting for. Imagine the rot getting loose on Ponce de Leon. Imagine your homeworld winding up like this miserable planet.”

      “I swore to defend humanity, sir. But—but—” She couldn’t finish the sentence without openly criticizing him.

      “This planet had a population of ten million before the rot broke out. Do you know what the rot is?”

      “It—it’s a necrotizing disease.”

      “That’s what everyone thinks. An understandable mistake. The rot deadens the sensory nerves. Necros don’t notice or don’t care when they get injured, so they don’t clean their wounds, and they get infected. They can be literally rotting on their feet, without feeling anything. Inflict enough damage on them, and they start to act human again … for a little while.”

      The Necro looked up and said, “You can’t bring me back to life.” Blood was still flowing from his back. “Death is stronger than you, Colonel.”

      “They’ve developed this mystique around the rot,” Smith said irritably. “It’s almost a religion. That’s why they deliberately infect others. But it’s not a higher state of enlightenment. It’s just an engineered prion disease. It selectively affects the limbic system. Epigenetic changes in the cellular structure result in a neural structural remodeling of the brain, especially portions of the hippocampus which control hormonal feedback, create mood disorders and memory loss, and have direct effects on the frontal cortex, especially the orbitofrontal cortex. That leads to limited fronto-temporal lobe dementia, affecting decision making and restraint.”

      Irene whispered, “Why—why are Shifters immune?” She was really asking: Are you SURE I’m immune? She was only five feet from the Necro.

      “No one’s quite sure,” Smith said. “One theory is that Shifting clears the infection. Because the rot induces epigenetic structural changes that take time to grow in limited areas, Shifting can defeat the progression of the disease.”

      She nodded wearily.

      “In any case, it’s just a disease.” Smith was speaking to the Necro again. “We will identify the original transmission vector. We will find out where it came from before it spread to humans. That will be a giant step toward a cure, and ultimately a vaccine. Then we will win.”

      “No, you won’t,” the Necro rasped mirthfully. “What will happen, Colonel, is that one day you will wake up and you won’t be able to feel anything. Then you will know we’ve won. Humanity is the past. We are the future.”

      Irene shouted, “You’re as human as we are, motherfucker!” Her own outburst shocked her. She glanced instinctively at Smith.

      “Go on,” he said, with a flicker of amusement in his blue eyes. “Let it out. It’s frustrating out there, isn’t it? Non-lethal rounds only. All that effort and no blood to show for it. Gets you down. But there are no cameras in here.” He held out his knife.

      Irene tucked her hands behind her back. “Sorry. Sorry, sir. It’s grossing me out. I think I’m gonna puke again—”
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      Later, she sat across from Smith in a corner of the luxurious lobby. He had washed and changed. His face had that shiny, over-scrubbed look she remembered from their first meeting. He sipped a cappuccino. Irene sat on the edge of her chair, twisting her fingers between her knees. She felt queasy and ashamed. She’d puked on the boots of a senior officer, twice. Real professional that made her look. Embarrassment simmered, with an undertow of deep, troubling questions.

      “Sir,” she blurted, “why aren’t you scared of catching the rot?”

      He’d gotten his hands covered with infected blood, with only a thin layer of surgical latex to keep the rot out. He hadn’t worn a biohazard suit to the prisoner pickup in the BFW, either.

      Smith moved his box of dipping tobacco around on the table. “It’s a war of wills,” he said. “The Necros know we’re terrified of the rot. They revel in our fear. To interrogate them effectively, we have to show that we’re not scared.”

      “So all that—wasn’t just about hurting him—it was about showing that you weren’t scared?”

      “Both things.” He met her eyes. “But there aren’t all that many mainstream humans who can do what I do.” She remembered his knife digging into the Necro’s back. No, she figured, there weren’t many people who could do that. “That’s why I’m hoping to involve more Shifters in this project. We need more helping hands, and the Necros need never know.”

      “So I’m supposed to pretend I’m a normie?”

      He looked irritated now, maybe because she had used the word normie—not a slur, but not exactly polite—or maybe just because she was being slow. “Isn’t that what you do every day?”

      “Well … I …” She had never tried to hide what she was. There was no need. At least half of the troops here were Shifters, anyway.

      “This is your chance to be yourself.”

      She got that straight away. Smith knew, all right, how the Shifters acted in the BFW, how they took out their pain, frustration, and anger on any Necros they could find. Their bloodthirstiness probably did say something about Shifters in general. But what Smith didn’t know, and wouldn’t believe even if she told him, was that Irene had never participated in any of those sordid little backwoods massacres. Shifter or not, she had always tried to be a good soldier.

      “Sir, I’m a sniper, not a—an interrogator.”

      “The personality traits required are similar. Patience. Precision. Emotional disengagement.” He cocked his head. “Then there are the external factors. You’re blonde, petite … what do you weigh? 50, 55 kilos? You’ve got a poker face and the figure of an angel. No one would ever guess what’s behind those big blue eyes.”

      She recoiled instinctively. It must have been visible. Smith drained his cappuccino and stood up. Irene caught up with him halfway across the atrium. He was reaching into his dip box for a fresh pinch.

      “There’s no compulsion, Sergeant,” he said disinterestedly, all his former friendliness gone. “Go back to your barracks and think about it. If you decide to decline this opportunity, I’ll arrange for you to return to your unit. Give me your answer at this time tomorrow.”
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      Irene walked back to the barbed wire perimeter in a daze. A free ticket back to the BFW! She could be back with her unit in a matter of days! All she had to do was wait 24 hours and then tell Smith to go fuck himself. Politely, of course.

      She collected her rifle from the guard kiosk. When she was out of sight of the force field perimeter, she scooped up a handful of snow, stuffed it into her mouth, chewed, and spat. It numbed her teeth, but didn’t help with the sick feeling inside her.

      She intended to pass straight through the chow hall and head for her bunk, but instead she leaned against the wall for a while, observing the mayhem. Female contractors and servicewomen in itty-bitty PT shorts ground up on drunken grunts. The floor was awash in spilled beer. Brain-numbing music drowned out laughter and squeals.

      Someone thrust a paper cup of beer into her hand.

      She looked up at the blond guy from the chow line.

      “Fuck off,” she said.

      He grinned cheerfully. “Leopard?”

      “Getting warm,” she admitted. Her mom was a leopard. She wanted her mom with sudden, piercing intensity.

      The blond guy leaned down and shouted in her ear. “You said you’d tell me what your animal form is, if I told you—”

      “About your police record. Yeah. What’d you do, anyway?”

      “Bunch of us used to jack cars, strip the electronics. Dumb ol’ me had to be the one got caught with a tracker-embedded auto box.”

      Irene laughed. “That’s so fucking lame.”

      “I haven’t even told you about the time I tried to knock over a smoke shop. The owner Shifts right there and chases me down the street. For the record, grizzly bears ain’t any slower when they’re stoned.”

      “Lot of Shifters where you come from?”

      “It’s called Shiftertown, might give you a hint.”

      “No way. On Ponce de Leon?”

      It turned out they had grown up twenty blocks apart.

      “I can’t believe I didn’t guess.” Irene threw back her second beer. It was starting to go to her head. She was a lightweight.

      He shrugged. “You can’t tell by looking at us.”

      “No; but who cares what your preferred animal form is? Who would even ask? No one except other Shifters.”

      “I guess that’s true,” he admitted, as if it had never occurred to him.

      “So how’d you guess about me?”

      He grinned. “You’re famous. Best sniper on the continent. The Shifter chick with the Eye of God. Everyone wonders what you did to end up pulling shifts at the Bull Rock Hotel.”

      “Fucking special forces,” she said, her grievance suddenly boiling over. “I was deployed in the territory of the 17th Reconnaissance Brigade. Those guys are always pulling shenanigans. They’re brazen as hell. And I got caught helping them one too many times.” She left out that Smith must have picked her for precisely that reason. For his purposes, her silence about the massacre at the Necro camp had been a feature, not a bug. The hell of it was that she had never broken the rules herself. She had only watched other people do it … A lump came in her throat.

      “They were violating the rules of engagement?” Eyes wide, like he had never heard of that happening.

      His naivete irritated her. “The ROEs are a crock of shit, anyway. We’re supposed to use non-lethal force. We’re supposed to disarm the Necros and offer them first aid for their injuries. Please. They’re trying to kill us, and we’re out here giving them bandaids. That’s why Fleet troops are going home in body-bags.”

      “We should just fucking nuke the planet,” he said. The cliché made her compare him to those other Shifters, the bedraggled, snarling wolves and big cats of the BFW theater. He came off worse. He still had his Heartworlds sheen, a layer of fat over the muscle, a yen for easy solutions.

      Tiring of the conversation, she said, “So they’ve offered me a job at the hotel. But I don’t think I’m going to take it.” She folded her arms over her rifle, which she was wearing across her chest on its tactical sling. The chow hall was full of weapons. Everyone armed to the teeth, and nothing to shoot at.

      A guy squeezed out of the crowd. Albino. Shorter than Irene. Pudgy, pimply. Drunk. “It’s the legendary Sergeant Winters,” he shouted. “You slick motherfucker, Rex. How’d you get her to talk to you?”

      “I gotta go,” Irene said.

      “Wait up.” Rex (of course his name was Rex) stuck out an arm and bowled the albino guy away like a ninepin. “Wanna chill at our place? We got lemon-flavored Jagermeister.”

      “That’s supposed to be an attraction?”

      “A whole case arrived by mistake. If we didn’t bogart it, they would probably waste it on the prisoners. Motherfuckers live better than we do in that big old hotel.”

      That’s what he thought. He had worked here for however long and yet he didn’t know.

      She remembered that she would be leaving Bull Rock tomorrow. What did it matter what she did tonight? “OK,” she said. “Lead on.”
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      Rex and his buddy lived with some other contractors in a house a klick and a half up the mountain. It was a cold, slippery walk over packed snow, with the wind blowing, and Irene was sober enough to wish several times that she had not come. She wished it again when they got there. The house had clearly once been a luxurious ski chalet, but years of occupation by a rotating cast of cooks, mechanics, IT technicians, and drivers had left it a mutilated hulk. Steeply pitched roofs sagged beneath a blanket of snow. Their boots ground more snow into rotted carpets. Irene stumbled over the broken cradle of a ski lift, which for some reason was sitting in the front hall. In the great room, half a dozen men and women watched porn on a wall screen, cocooned like giant silver bugs in thermal blankets.

      “Huh. I live in a lower bunk wedged into a changing cubicle in a defunct spa,” Irene said, “and I’m starting to think I’ve got it good.”

      Rex chuckled. He booted a broken chest-of-drawers away from the door it was holding closed. Warm light seeped out. “Ta-da.”

      “What is this? A bathroom?”

      Rex had laid planks over the jacuzzi to make a bed piled with scavenged sleeping-bags; cushions turned the toilet lid into a chair; the showerhead had become a light, softened by a homemade khaki lampshade. Pictures from a Ponce de Leon calendar decorated the walls. An icon of Our Lady of Inviolate Refuge glowed on the mirror. A little radiant heater sat in the sink, lighting the icon from below. Irene warmed her hands at it. “This is awesome.” In fact, Rex’s converted bathroom was the nicest place she had seen on this entire planet. And how pathetic was that?

      “Plumbing don’t work, anyway,” Rex said bashfully. “We have an outdoor latrine. Better not drink too much.” He poured the promised lemon-flavored Jagermeister into glasses Irene recognized from the chow hall.

      “We get our power from the airfield,” said the little albino guy. “Cheers.”

      “If it runs on electricity, Nunak can jerry-rig it, tap it, fix it, or sabotage it. Without him we’d have froze months ago.” Rex gave the smaller man a noogie. Nunak choked on his drink, protesting.

      “Nunak?” Irene said. “Isn’t that a bear name?”

      Back home in Shiftertown, people tended to be cliquish. Bear Shifters were the worst.

      Rex answered for his friend. “We Shifters got to stick together out here, even if one of us is a polar bear that looks more like a dog with its tail cut off.”

      “What about those guys?” She jerked her thumb in the direction of the great room.

      “Two hyenas, three seals, a walrus, a jaguar, another bear, and a bunch of wolves.”

      “Don’t forget ol’ anaconda,” Nunak said.

      “Y’all are all Shifters?”

      “They ain’t hiring normies anymore. Or else the normies won’t sign up. Too scared of the rot.” Rex shrugged.

      “Guy I know back home,” Nunak said, “grizzly bear, he saw which way the wind was blowing. Set up a personnel contracting business. So half of all the petty criminals in Shiftertown are now on Tech Duinn, servicing military vehicles and fixing their electronics.” Lying on his back with his legs hanging off the bed, he let out a high-pitched giggle.

      Rex laughed too, absently. He seemed oddly restless, getting up and then sitting down again, fiddling with the cuffs of his sweatshirt. Irene sipped her drink—it was as disgusting as advertised—and watched him quizzically. At last he said, “Would you mind if I …?”

      Irene nearly laughed out loud as it dawned on her why he couldn’t settle down. He wanted to Shift. She really was out to lunch. She should have encouraged both of them to Shift as soon as they got home. After all, it was their house. “Sure, go ahead. Don’t mind me.”

      Rex turned his back and stripped off his clothes. Nudity was nothing out of the ordinary among Shifters, but it had been a long time since Irene saw anyone naked except other servicewomen. She observed the muscular swell of Rex’s shoulders with mild, buzzed appreciation. The shoulders bunched; golden fur flowed over them; Rex crashed to the floor, contorting. A moment later, a magnificent male lion jumped up onto the bed, sprawled behind Irene, and rumbled contentedly, “That’s better.”

      A little while later, Nunak Shifted, too. He really did look more like a big white dog than a polar bear, but Irene didn’t tease him about it.

      The urge to join them tickled at her brain. It had been so long. She had zero privacy in her changing-cubicle quarters, and didn’t want to get stared at or, heaven forbid, stroked.

      But if she Shifted, there’d be twenty or thirty seconds between her and her rifle. Can’t shoot with paws. She thought she was safe here, but she couldn’t be sure.

      Anyway, how could she Shift with everything she had seen in the basement festering in her mind? Far from fading, the memories became more vivid with every drink, every quip, every roar of drunken laughter from the gang in the great room.

      In the end—lying between them, with her head on the lion’s side and her legs over the bear’s back, warmed by their fur, glass balanced on her stomach—she told Rex and Nunak everything that had happened.

      They listened in stunned silence. “Oh man,” Rex muttered through his whiskers. “Unbelievable. No way.”

      “What? You think I’m bullshitting you?”

      “No! No—we heard rumors … but …”

      “That hyena, Dave, he drives a laundry truck,” Nunak said, raising his head. “He said sometimes he picks up loads from the hotel … stiff with blood.”

      “So do you believe me?”

      “I believe you.” Rex shuddered from head to tail. “We have to tell someone!”

      “Nuh uh,” Irene said, alarmed. “I signed a non-disclosure agreement.”

      “I have a better idea,” Nunak said. “Let’s all Shift and roll on the hotel. There are hundreds of us. Let’s show them that Shifters don’t play that crap. We kill clean.”

      “You better be kidding,” Irene said.

      “He’s kidding,” Rex said gloomily. “He’s a nerd. Never got in a fight in his life.”

      “Good. Because these guys are hardcore. Don’t get the impression they’re cowards. It actually takes balls of steel to do that stuff.” She needed to make sure they understood what they were dealing with here. “Colonel Smith, the one I told you about, he got up close and personal with a Necro, with no biohaz suit. Nothing but a pair of surgical gloves.”

      “That’s not brave,” Rex said. “That’s fucking insane.”

      Irene struggled out of her comfy nest of fur. Swinging her legs off the side of the bed, she said, “And you would know all about what it takes to face the enemy, because you work … right. On the chow line.”

      “Where I serve the enemy every fucking day,” Rex said.

      Irene went still. “There was no need for that.”

      “I thought you were on our side.”

      Her head spun. She’d had too much to drink. She forced herself to focus a level stare at them. “Tell you what side I’m on. I’m on the side of winning this war. The sooner we defeat the rot, the sooner we can all go home. And that’s what we all want, right?” She put her coat on, grabbed her rifle by its tactical sling. “Oh and by the way, if you breathe a word about this to anyone, I will murder the both of you.” She saw in their eyes that they believed her. Good.

      

      4

      

      “I’ve thought it over, sir, and if the job is still available, I would like to take it.”

      Smith smiled at her, his eyes baggy, collar awry—she got the impression she’d got him out of bed, at two in the afternoon. “I had a feeling you’d make the right call, Sergeant.” He lowered his voice. “It might have been tricky to arrange your flight out, as a matter of fact.” He gestured out of the window of his office on the fourth floor of the hotel. From here, they could see down to the airstrip. There were no planes on it. “Big offensive coming up in the North-West Sector. All the planes have been called away.”

      She nodded. On her way home last night, it had come to her that the offer of a flight back to the BFW may have been a head-fake, anyway. It may have turned out to be a short flight to nowhere. If she was Smith, would she let her go back and roam around the front lines, knowing what she knew? No.

      So she really had no choice but to take the job.

      And it would mean the end of ten-hour shifts in the fire tower. No more wasting her talents on bird-analogs. No more numb fingers. No more crappy chow-hall food. Smith had a basket of fruit on his desk. She hadn’t seen an apple in a year. Daringly, she reached out and took one.

      He didn’t tell her to put it back. Instead, he watched her crunch it as if she were a pet that had done something clever. “We’ll have to see about fixing you up with better quarters. There are some preliminary briefings; we’ll set that up for this afternoon …”

      The first prisoner on that night’s agenda was B450. Smith explained that B450 came from Eas Rudah, the planet’s other continent. The Bull Rock Intelligence Committee, which analyzed results from the interrogations, considered him to be worked out, like an old mine that had given up all its ore, but Smith felt differently.

      “There’s just something about him,” he told Irene on their way downstairs. “Sounds vague, doesn’t it? But I am convinced that he knows more than he’s telling. He may even know the location of the Holy Grail.”

      Irene had sat through a briefing session that afternoon in which she learned the basics of epidemiology. The rot had been spectacularly difficult to track, as it spread by contact and had a long incubation period. By the time the Fleet intervened, the disease had already spread across the planet. But the modellers agreed that the first bands of Necro guerrilla-evangelists had appeared on Eas Rudah, probably in the continent’s rugged interior. The Holy Grail—the site of first infection, where the disease had first jumped to a human from an animal, a plant, or wherever it had lain in wait—had to be somewhere in that region.

      “Take us back,” Smith said. He had dragged a chair into B450’s cell. He sat with one ankle crossed over the other knee. “Take us back to the days before you got infected. You were a trapper. You’d spend weeks out in the mountains …”

      “That’s where I died.” The Necro had only one hand. He was using the remaining one to shred the flesh off his left foot. The white metatarsal bones winked out of the bloody mess he had made of the instep. “It’s great being dead. You don’t feel cold anymore.”

      “I know,” Smith said.

      “It’s beautiful country. Ain’t no other planet like this in the whole Cluster.”

      “No,” Smith said. “There isn’t.”

      “Lonely, though. I was always lonely out there. And hungry. There ain’t much out there for a human being to eat. Sometimes I would get so hungry I would trap rambeaks to eat. But after I died, I stopped being hungry. Now I can eat myself …” With a sudden grin, the Necro popped a shred of his own flesh into his mouth.

      “Quit bullshitting, motherfucker,” Irene said suddenly. The Necro’s head swiveled to her in almost comical surprise. He hadn’t expected to hear that kind of a voice from the slight, blonde officer standing in the corner. She crossed the cell in three strides and grabbed his face. “You’re shining us on.” She shook his face from side to side. Anger blotted out her squeamishness. A feeling like courage filled her. She slapped him, one cheek, then the other. His skin was sticky, clammy, warm. “You ain’t dead. You’re just another fucking con artist. But the only one you’re fooling here is yourself.”

      The Necro wailed and cringed. Irene grabbed a handful of his sticky, tangled hair and yanked his head back. She kicked him in the ribs, in the belly. “Leave me alone,” he gurgled.

      “This is your wakeup call, motherfucker.” She stepped on his head. Felt his cheekbone creak under her boot. “There are things worse than death. And I’m going to prove it to you …”

      In her peripheral vision, she saw Smith smiling.
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      At 3 AM, Irene stumbled up the road toward the contractors’ house. Huddling in her coat, she clutched her rifle. The tips of her fingers, sticking out of her fingerless sniper’s gloves, were already numb. So was her face. The misery of the cold walk drove all other thoughts out of her mind, except for the remembered image of Rex’s converted bathroom, warm and bright.

      On either side of the road, snow-burdened firs speared the starlit sky. This planet was closer to the edge of the Cluster than Ponce de Leon, so the sky here was less densely packed with stars. But at home, all you ever saw was city lights. Here, the stars washed everything in an iridescent glow. The distant peaks gashed the sky like fragments of seashells, as if this whole world was an upside-down shore lapped by the ocean of space. You could see why the colonists used to brag on the beauty of their adopted planet. But beneath the surface of all this alien splendor, the rot lurked. It had always been here, lying in wait for humanity …

      She scratched the backs of her hands through her gloves, trying to feel something. Anything.

      The contractors’ house loomed out of the trees, dark. Irene squeezed around the broken-hinged gate and circled through the garden. She was planning to tap on Rex’s window.

      Ahead, a storm lantern swung outside a duo of porta-potties.

      Something moved in the trees.

      She flinched, whirling, bringing her rifle to her shoulder.

      “Who’s there?!”

      A small human form broke out of the fir branches, knocking down clots of snow. Irene centered her crosshairs on an emaciated female face.

      “What are you creeping around for?”

      The woman wasn’t one of the contractors. Padding bulged out of her coat. Her hands and head were bare. The hands looked discolored. Swollen.

      A Necro.

      “Get away from me,” Irene shouted, as the woman continued to close the distance, stumbling on the path. “Last chance.” Her mantra started up in her head: Hail Mary, full of grace. She moved her finger to the trigger—

      The door of a porta-potty banged. The storm lantern swung, splashing shadows up and down the path. A brawny figure hurtled into Irene’s sights and tackled the woman to the ground.

      Irene stood back, shaking her head in frustration and fury. Then she centered her aim on the would-be hero and pulled the trigger. Teach him to save a Necro.

      The electric round delivered its charge to his body, knocking him out, and also stunned the fragile woman under him. Her screams stopped.

      The contractors spilled outdoors, coats flapping. They carried both of Irene’s victims inside. The would-be hero turned out to be a transport driver called Dave. He Shifted, as he began to regain consciousness, into a 250-pound hyena.

      It took the Necro woman longer to come round.

      “She ain’t a Necro,” Rex said, rubbing sleep out of his eyes. “She’s uninfected.”

      “Then what’s she doing here?”

      “She lives here. It used to be her house.”

      Light flooded the great room. One of the female contractors fussed around the woman, tucking a cushion under her head. Another was fixing coffee. Irene folded her arms, unimpressed. If they cared this much about the woman, why had she been skulking in the garden in this weather, in a torn coat and inadequate shoes?

      “She doesn’t like porn,” someone said. “She won’t stay in the house when it’s on.”

      The woman’s fingers were red, blotchy, and swollen. Irene looked down at her own hands—white claws, the nails purple-tinged. She still had no sensation in them.

      The coffee was handed around in dirty mugs. The woman opened her eyes.

      “I am Inith Macallister,” she said in a high, clear voice. “My father owned a ski lift servicing business. He went away to fight the Necros at Moy Itha. He never came back.”

      “Moy Itha?” Irene said.

      “Ain’t no such place,” one of the other women muttered. “She’s a little …” A finger twirled at her temple. “You know.”

      Irene wanted to get away from all the judgemental eyes in the great room. She refused a cup of coffee, muttering that she’d better go.

      Rex put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her into the converted bathroom. “Wasn’t expecting to see you …” Tonight? she wondered. Ever again?

      “Y’all just let that woman hang out here?”

      “She was here when I moved in. Dave and those guys let her stay. She runs errands for them … and stuff.”

      She could see in Rex’s eyes what he was dancing around. “You mean they fuck her whenever they want to.”

      “No! Well …”

      “That’s a yes. God, you guys are disgusting.” Irene prowled around the confines of the tiny room. It felt good to fume at the contractors, instead of at herself. She still had her rifle on its sling across her chest. She stopped in front of the mirror, where the icon of Mary had been set up so that the radiant heater lit it up from below. In the mirror, Rex’s face—human again, stubbled, worried—floated beside the icon, like a profane diptych.

      “I wouldn’t stay here if I had anywhere else to live,” he said.

      … the Lord is with thee …

      Irene put her rifle down on the toilet seat and shucked off her coat. She stretched out her hands to Rex. “I think I’ve got the rot,” she said, and started crying.
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      “You haven’t got the rot,” Rex said, alarmed. “You can’t have it. You’re a Shifter.”

      “I can’t feel my hands.” She scratched the back of her hand. “I didn’t feel that.” She dashed a loose fist against the sink. “Didn’t feel that, either.” She slapped her own face. “I can’t feel anything.”

      Rex jumped up. “That’s ‘cause you’re cold.” He caught her hands in his own. “Blocks of ice.” He rubbed his thumbs over the backs of her hands. “Can you feel that? You can, can’t you?”

      “Yes.” His touch was warm. She could feel it. She sat down beside him on the edge of the makeshift bed and let him massage her hands, bringing the feeling back. But still the hot tears edged over her eyelashes. “I feel like I’m dead. That’s what they all say. That they’re dead.”

      “That’s a load of crap. They’re not dead, and neither are you. Not gonna let you die.” He raised her hands to his face and kissed the palms.

      “Felt that,” she muttered.

      “Lemme make you feel more. Lemme make you feel better.”

      Temptation tickled. He was so big and warm. But that would be just another easy solution that didn’t solve anything.

      “I might really have the rot.” She stood up and fumbled with her blouse. “They have a theory why we don’t get it. Did you know that? They say that Shifting clears the infection.” But she hadn’t Shifted in a month and a half. The infection might have taken hold in her brain. Was it too late? She frantically pulled off her clothes.

      Rex let out a low, agonized growl of desire.

      Irene ignored him. Shivering, she dropped her hands toward the floor and Shifted.

      It hurt. It always hurt, and every time you forgot how much it hurt. The wrenching agony took you by surprise, took your breath away …

      … and then it was over. Irene stood up on four feet, a sleek black panther. She stretched, feeling a pleasant strain in long-unused muscles, and then sprang onto the bed. She turned around twice and curled up with her chin on her paws.

      “Oh, baby,” Rex said. “Oh, you’re beautiful.”

      “Would you say that if I had turned out to be a harp seal?”

      “I’m not prejudiced.”

      “Mmm.”

      He sat beside her and tentatively stroked her back. She pushed her head into his hand. Truth was, she liked being stroked, as long as it was the right person doing it.

      He caressed her for a while, back and neck and belly, and then lay down spooning her. “We would have beautiful babies.”

      Irene snorted. “First, we would have to get off this damn planet.”

      “I got another six months on my contract. But …”

      “But what?”

      He was silent for a few moments. “Why I came out here ....”

      “For the action. Right?” She snickered.

      “No. I had enough action back home. Fighting. Running from the cops. More fighting when I was inside. I had enough action to last me a lifetime, and that’s the truth. I came out here for a fresh start. I wanted to make a clean break and start again.”

      Irene was silent. In contrast to Rex, she had been a boring person back home. Her parents had imposed a regime of stifling order on her and her brother. She’d never missed Mass. Graduated near the top of her class, and went to work in an uptown boutique, using her looks to sell smart clothes to normies. But she had known she had more to offer than that. She had joined the army to find out what.

      Now she knew.

      She held it in, not wanting to wreck the moment. “Well? What’s the trouble? A war zone turned out not to be the right place to make a fresh start?”

      “I wanted … I wanted to change myself.” He gestured at the icon on the mirror. “I want to do the right thing for a change.”

      “You and me both,” she whispered.

      The door crashed open. “Oooops,” said Nunak. “Am I interrupting something?” He came in anyway, grinning all over his albino face.

      “Ever heard of knocking?” Rex growled.

      “What do you think this is, a civilized planet? Time to get up.” Gray light glowed at the bottom of the handmade curtain Rex had hung in the tiny, high window. Nunak scattered a fistful of cream-filled snack cakes on the bed.

      “Hey,” Irene said. “We never get those down at the chow hall.”

      Nunak cocked his head, recognizing her voice. “I thought that was you. Rex, you owe me a hundred GCs.”

      “How come?” Irene tore into packaging with her teeth.

      “He bet me you were a marine mammal,” Nunak said. “I guessed big cat.”

      “I didn’t want to get my hopes up,” Rex said.

      “So how’s the new job going, Winters?”

      “Actually,” Irene said, chewing, “actually … I can’t take it anymore.”

      “What happened?”

      The sweet cream turned sickly in her mouth. She squeezed past Nunak and leapt off the bed. “I used to trust the officers. I know that sounds stupid, but I did. I thought we could count on them to do the right thing. But we can’t. They’re torturers. I don’t care who approved it. It’s wrong.”

      “Well, no duh,” Nunak said. “But you knew that going in. What can you do about it now?”

      She pushed herself up on her hind legs and rested her front paws on the sink. Mary looked down from the mirror, serene and forgiving. “I’m going to tell someone,” Irene said. “I’m going to tell everyone.” She dropped back to the floot and faced them. “And you’re going to help.”

      Rex grinned fiercely. But Nunak said, “What about that nondisclosure agreement?”

      “That’s the trouble. I’ve got to do it anonymously. And I’ll need evidence. As much evidence as possible.” She hesitated. “Nunak, just how good are you with electronics?”
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      Hail Mary full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.

      The prayer rattled through Irene’s head, a panacea against nerves, as she presented herself at the security kiosk in the force field perimeter. Five weeks had passed. This was just a morning like any other. Just a morning like any other. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death, amen.

      Contrails streaked the morning sky. The pace of flights in and out of Bull Rock had picked up. The big offensive in the North-West Sector had succeeded; the Necros were retreating from the most populous part of Find, while the Fleet chased them toward the sea. Some people said we were winning. Others said we were losing. Everyone agreed that the war was winding down. Irene would never see the BFW again. She was OK with that. She had something more important to do.

      “Here,” she said, handing over her rifle. The guard frowned. She realized she’d sounded cheerful. She had almost smiled at him. She’d have to watch that.

      “Warmer today,” he said.

      It was true. Snow slid from branches here and there in the grounds of the hotel—thump, thump—like little bombs. A musical trill of notes pulled Irene’s gaze up. It was one of those bird-analogs—no, two of them, flying around and around each other. Must be mating season.

      Smith met her in the lobby. She had been initiated into the coffee-and-pastries club a few weeks back. A waiter brought them cappuccinos.

      “Is it true that the war’s ending, sir?”

      “It can’t end yet,” Smith said, wiping foam off his lips. “It’s not finished.”

      For once, she felt the same way he did. The war couldn’t end … before she had done what she had to do.

      At the basement security checkpoint, they were wanded, just like always. The scanner beeped at Irene’s neck. She opened the collar of her blouse and revealed a crucifix.

      The crucifix had been Rex’s idea. Actually, it was his crucifix. He had shortened the chain for her. At the top of the cross, the traditional scroll reading INRI—Iesvs Nazarenvs Rex Ivdaeorvm—concealed Nunak’s handiwork: a camera lens five millimeters across, feeding into a 10TB memory chip concealed inside the crucifix itself.

      They had tried a dozen different ways of concealing the camera. Old-school analog: a camera recording onto microfilm. High-tech: a camera out of someone’s VR gaming setup. But everything had proved too bulky to hide, or too glitchy to work. And it had to work. Perfectly. Every time.

      This version used the gun cam out of Irene’s rifle.

      She had “lost” her 20X scope at the contractors’ house, and failed to report it. As of that moment, she had officially become a criminal. What she was going to do today was just more of the same, she told herself, while knowing it wasn’t. Hail Mary, full of grace …

      “You’ll have to remove your jewelry, ma’am.”

      “It’s not jewelry.”

      Smith glanced back. “It’s a religious item.”

      “It’s allowed,” Irene said, her voice too high. “This isn’t a combat zone.” But for her, it was a combat zone. She breathed in and out, fighting to keep her shoulders back, posture relaxed, pulse rate steady.

      She thought the guard was going to ask to examine the crucifix. If he did that, he might spot the camera. Then it would all be over. But Smith was already moving down the passage, into the racket of rushing water and cries and moans. The guard motioned Irene past. “Go on.”

      She caught up with Smith. That had been close. And she was going to have to do it again, and again, and again.

      “They’re such pricks,” she said.

      “All they know how to do is follow the rules.” Smith slanted a conspiratorial smile at her, meaning that he and she were different.

      He had come to trust her. She felt a tiny bit bad about betraying him. But the twinge passed quickly. She’d already crossed that hill. Now all that remained was the long, reckless plunge down the other side, to a future she could not foresee.

      Another officer, Truong, met them at the next junction. Irene would be working with him today, while Smith interrogated a different prisoner. Truong was newish, and Smith wanted her to show him the ropes. “You’ve got a treat coming,” he told the younger officer. “Watch and learn. Winters is one of our best.”

      Irene rolled her eyes playfully. “See you at lunch, sir.” They parted. She and Truong went into Room 322.

      This Necro was in relatively good shape, a recent capture. “You’re losing,” he taunted them. “You were always going to lose. If even one of us survives, you’ve lost.”

      It was actually worse than that. Even if every Necro was killed or quarantined, the Fleet would still lose, if they couldn’t find the source of the rot and figure out how to beat it.

      Truong knew that perfectly well, as did everyone. But he refused to accept their impending defeat. “Where are the caves of Moy Itha?” he shouted at the Necro.

      The caves of Moy Itha. This was their latest lead on the Holy Grail. Moy Itha appeared on no maps, but it turned out that Inith Macallister, the hanger-on at Rex’s house, was not the only colonist who spoke of it as a real place. As far as they could figure, it was somewhere in the mountains of Eas Rudah.

      “You were a division commander,” Truong yelled. “Yet you never heard of Moy Itha? What, they didn’t trust you?”

      “If you want to know where Moy Itha is, you must die,” the Necro said, smirking, tearing open the scabs on his lips.

      Truong kicked the Necro in the face, and kicked him again after he fell over backward. He had completely lost his cool in under two minutes. He sucked at this. Irene frowned at him. He stepped back, jaw tight.

      “He’s making a lot of noise for a dead guy,” Irene purred, over the Necro’s howls. “That doesn’t sound right.” She stood over the Necro. “Try and act a bit more dead, asshole.”

      The Necro kept on bawling, while peeking up at her to see what she was going to do.

      “Maybe you need help playing dead,” Irene suggested. Quick as a cat, she drew her knife from her hip sheath. The Necro flinched.

      She was good at this. That was the terrible revelation these weeks had brought to her. Smith had been right all along. Once she got over her initial squeamishness, she had become one of the best interrogators at the facility. It was she who had uncovered the Moy Itha clue, and she could not deny she felt a little bit of professional pride in her accomplishment.

      But only a little bit.

      Slash.

      She had been a good sniper.

      Slash.

      She was an excellent interrogator.

      Slash.

      But she was going to be an even better snitch.

      “Stop! Please! Please! I’ll tell you—honest, I never meant to lie …”

      The Necro cringed as far away from her as his chains would allow, bleeding, pleading. An amateur would push harder at this point. Not her. Let him twist in the wind. Let him realize he had absolutely no power here. She turned to Truong and blew air into her fringe. “Hot in here, isn’t it?”

      “Y-yes, ma’am. It’s hot.”

      Irene returned her focus to the Necro and deliberately unbuttoned her blouse halfway down.

      Her regulation khaki sports bra squashed her breasts together. The crucifix nestled between their tops.

      Recording everything.
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      The pneumatics in Synder’s legs hissed, sending him over the enemy burrow. He dumped two grenades down a hole. “Bullseye,” he whispered. He hit hard, shaking the ground. Targeting vectors danced across his faceplate. He winked them away. Synder leaped again, knowing that to stand still was to make himself an easy target. His arc of descent carried him over another hole, and he lobbed a grenade into it. The ground thundered with an explosion of smoke and dirt and wet, rotting vegetation as he came down again, knees bent. A portion of the ground caved in behind him.

      A series of quick, sharp cries echoed across the dense growth, and Synder spun around as the enemy, the Jacarandans, came swarming out of their smoke-filled tunnels like angry ants.  They raised their weapons—simple slug-throwers—and fired.

      Synder let them waste their ammo. The bullets bounced off his chameleon armor and diamond-hard skin like a gentle rain off a tin roof. As they paused to reload, Synder hefted his rail rifle and fired, putting a titanium-jacketed rail spike through the head of each one. Synder reloaded and regarded the dead at his feet. Another nest of the warlord’s minions had been neutralized.

      The Jacs were human, but smaller than the people of the Consortium. They wore no armor, their only uniform a tough green fabric made from a hearty species of plant native to this world. But the Jacs were vicious and sneaky, moving about through underground tunnels and hiding in tree cities. The warlord’s forces were going to be harder to take out than Synder first thought when he arrived here, but he had been human then.

      Synder scanned the area one last time, peepers on the lookout for more burrows or the heartbeat of a single survivor. Detecting nothing, Synder turned his head to the east. It would be dawn soon, and he would lose the cover of the shadows. Time to reach a secure location, recharge and await extraction.

      He activated his chameleon armor, and it became an almost perfect mirror, reflecting the surrounding jungle. If he was very still, the enemy wouldn’t see him until it was too late. He turned from the carnage and melted back into the green.

      

      -2-

      

      Synder spent his next-to-last day of life aboard a Consortium vessel on its way to Jacaranda. This was his first conflict, and he was eager to prove himself. He only had a vague notion of the cause of the conflict, and didn’t really care. His was not to reason why, his was but to do or die, as the ancient soldier’s mantra went. He only knew that he had a mission to complete and he was going to do it. Synder came from a proud military tradition in the Consortium Intersolar Navy. Both grandfathers, his father, and two uncles had served with distinction. It was expected that he would follow suit.

      The ship, a big, bulbous transport, the Agamemnon, buzzed with nervous energy. Three full squadrons of soldiers were stacked asshole to elbow with hundreds of support personnel and a whole convoy of reporters and holo journalists from every info feed in the Consortium.

      Synder tried to get some rest in his tiny bunk. It was easier for him to sleep under thrust gravity, but he was too nervous. After half an hour he gave up and wandered the ship looking for a distraction. That’s when he saw the pretty woman.

      He wandered into a crew lounge filled with bored-looking ship personnel nursing watered-down faux scotches. She sat at the end of the bar, fixing him with a coquettish smile. Her curly brown hair was cropped short, and she wore a form-fitting green coverall emblazoned with the Argus news feed logo. “What’s your name, soldier?”

      Synder felt himself blush as he sidled over. “Private Matthew Synder. Call me Matt.”

      “Eureka Kincaid. My friends call me Reka.” She looked over his fatigues. “So, you’re with the Thirty-Fourth?”

      Synder smiled. The Fighting Thirty-Fourth would be boots on the ground before anyone else.

      “I’m going to be embedded with the Thirty-Fourth, covering the conflict.” Reka said. “I’m a journalist with Argus.”

      Argus was one of the largest news feeds in the Consortium of Worlds, but beyond that he knew nothing about it. Nor did he care. He considered all these civilians in the way a liability, but he kept that to himself. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      “No,” she said, and Synder blushed again. “But how about I buy you one?”

      He nodded and she flagged down the bartender. When they had placed their drink orders she said, “You’re green, aren’t you?”

      Synder scowled, preparing to protest. Instead he said, “Is it that obvious?” He realized he had been smiling nonstop since she mentioned his combat unit.

      Reka laughed. “You’re just a little too chipper.”

      “Guilty,” he said. “I graduated basic twelve standard months ago. I’ve been on the spin up here from Valhalla ever since.”

      The lights from the bar danced in her green eyes. “I thought so. You seem a little too cocksure to have seen much action. Most guys who have been at this awhile are more… contemplative about what they’re getting into. More nervous.”

      Synder arched an eyebrow. “Are you saying I should be nervous?”

      Reka held up a hand. “No. Not at all. It’s just that… I’m sorry. I’ve been doing this for a long time. I guess it’s made me a bit cynical.”

      Synder shrugged. “Nothing wrong with a little cynicism.”

      Reka downed her faux gin and tonic and winced. “I hope Jac hooch is better than this swill.”

      “I heard they drink blood down there,” Synder said with a chuckle.

      “You want to get out of here?” Reka asked.

      Synder nodded. Reka paid the tab with a swipe of her finger and he followed her out of the bar.

      They went to her quarters and made love beneath a hologram of the Horsehead Nebula. They laid there staring up at it for a long time afterward. Reka’s berth was small, but vast compared to the tiny closet he slept in. The Argus logo—an immense holographic eye—burned on the wall over the bed. “This is my editor’s suite,” Reka said. “Reserved for Argus’s top reporters. I guess tomorrow I’ll be sleeping in a hole in the ground with you guys.”

      Synder chuckled. The Agamemnon would arrive in the Jacarandan system in a few hours and begin the slow process of getting people and supplies down to the surface. Synder wondered if the Jacs knew the hell that was coming for them out of the sky.

      “When do you hit dirtside?” Reka asked.

      “Tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Me too. We’re setting up near the Jacarandan capital. From there I’ll head with some unit or other into the jungle.”

      Synder regarded her in the simulated starlight. He wondered if he would ever see her again. “Dangerous work,” he said.

      She turned toward him. “You mean for a woman.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I mean for a civilian.”

      They watched the ersatz stars some more. Reka lifted herself up on an elbow and looked Synder in the eye. “Do you know anything about this conflict?”

      Synder shrugged. “What’s to know? The Jacs are the descendants of human colonists who arrived by generation ship three hundred standard years ago and evolved in isolation since then. We want them to join the Consortium, but there’s a warlord down there making trouble, committing atrocities. His regime is killing the Jac people.”

      “Uh huh,” said Reka. “And none of that sounds fishy to you?”

      “No. Why should it?”

      “Warlords? The Jacs have no such thing. They are a peaceful people, at one with their jungle, which according to our scientists may be sentient.”

      Synder laughed. “I don’t know where you’re getting your intel.”

      “I’m serious. They don’t even have weapons more advanced than spears. They only have slug-throwers because the Grendel clan sold some to them. If the Jacs are resistant to anything, it’s to the Daedalus clan burning their jungle to look for ore.”

      “Whose side are you on?”

      “I’m on the side of truth.”

      “You should write holo operas for one of the entertainment feeds.” Synder got up to look for his clothes.

      “Look, Matt, I didn’t mean to upset you. I just want you to think about why you’re fighting. That, and be careful down there.”

      Synder shrugged into his fatigues, then regarded her. “You too.”

      “Maybe I’ll see you dirtside,” she added.

      “Yeah. Maybe.”

      

      -3-

      

      On the last day of his life, Synder took part in a pre-dawn raid of a Jacarandan jungle outpost. It was almost invisible, set high up thick, stumpy trees that stretched into the sky to form a lush canopy. Synder watched their objective, feeling sticky inside his armor.

      Their CO, Lieutenant Stone, gave the signal, barely a whisper over comms. They moved in a dark mass, striking hard and fast. Synder thumbed the tab off a grenade, tossed it onto a bridge suspended overhead. Synder flinched from the concussion it made. The Jacs spilled out of their hovels, shouting. More grenades went off, turning the surrounding verdure to flame.

      There was movement everywhere. Targeting vectors in his visor told him friend from foe. He saw a red false-color smear crashing toward him and his rail rifle hissed, bringing it down. Comms buzzed with shouts, orders, screams.

      Synder fired again and again, not always sure if he was hitting anything, as they moved in a tightening circle toward the ring of tree houses. The Jacs ran, and Synder noticed that there were women and children among them. It didn’t matter. He had his orders. He saw a Jac running across a flaming bridge stretching over his head, and sighted through his rifle. He was about to squeeze the trigger when he saw it was a small boy. He let him pass.

      Shots from low caliber slug-throwers pelted off his armor. He ignored them. He couldn’t stop until this jungle outpost had been burned to the ground and the warlord’s soldiers were dead.

      A large dark shape moved among the flames, stopping Synder’s advance. He blinked sweat from his eyes and checked his scanners. Nothing on the thermal. But he had seen something. An armed Jac exploded from the bushes, running toward him. Synder brought him down with a head shot.

      “Get those sonsabitches!” he heard Stone bark over comms.

      Synder coughed, his throat burning from the smoke, and waded in deeper.

      He emptied his rail rifle, reloaded, and started again.

      Blood spattered his face, his armor. Bullets whizzed by his head. He kept advancing.

      The tree houses were directly overhead now. He fired a few shots into them and waited. A few more Jacs spilled out, shouting their quick speech. He heard a woman crying.

      They were on him before he knew they were there; five of them.

      They ripped his rail rifle from his hands and smashed something heavy and sharp across his chestplate.

      Synder staggered backwards, arms raised defensively. The shadow appeared again. It picked up the Jac who had attacked him, lifting him high in the air and cracking his spine like a toothpick before tossing the body into the bush.

      Synder scrambled on the ground for his weapon, bringing it up just in time to see the shadow grip another Jac’s head in its titanic fist, twisting it like it was opening a jar. Synder heard bones snap.

      The enemy soldier slumped to the ground. The other three ran away, shouting in their language. Synder looked up at his savior.

      “Holy shit,” he muttered. “You’re a golem.”

      It stood stiff in the firelight like a walking statue, dark against the burning backdrop. Synder had heard about the berserker golems, but he had never actually seen one. It was seven feet tall, its graphite-colored face regarding him, a caricature of human features. Its matte black armor became a mirror, reflecting the flaming jungle, and Synder’s sweaty and blood-flecked face, within its smooth contours. Then the golem turned and leaped and was gone. As it disappeared, Synder’s world fell out from under him.

      He clawed at damp earth as he plummeted, tumbling down an incline and into a greater darkness. He switched on his armor’s lights. He was in one of the Jac tunnels. He heard shouts from his squad up ahead. They had found it too. This tiny jungle outpost was an even bigger prize than they had been told. Synder gripped his rail rifle and ran toward the sound of his fellow soldiers.

      The tunnel network was narrow. Synder had to bend over to move through it. It was cooler down there, but only slightly. He killed several more Jacs before reaching a short, wide dead-end stacked with familiar plastic crates. They belonged to the Intersolar Navy. They contained weapons and ammunition. Synder remembered a report a few days ago. A supply convoy had been attacked, its cargo stolen.

      That’s why the golem is here, Synder thought. This was big. Synder grinned, patting the case. How many lives had he saved by finding it?

      Synder heard running feet and dove behind the weapons case. It was a group of Jacs. One of them fired, a crude slug slamming into Synder’s left shoulder like a sledgehammer, knocking him to the ground and tearing his weapon from his grasp. His armor tightened around the wound and injected a painkiller. Synder screamed in protest. He needed his head clear if he was going to get out of this. He scrambled for his weapon, but another shot struck the ground near his outstretched hand, and he pulled it back. “It’s here!” he shouted over comms. “The weapons cache. I found it. Send the golem.”

      He didn’t know if anyone heard him under the hundred feet of soil. But he had to try. Another shot struck him in the left leg, and he screamed as his armor tightened around the wound. He looked around. He was already dead. But the weapons—if they escaped with the weapons.

      Synder fumbled with the combat webbing on his armor. He had one grenade left. He yanked it off, thumbed the tab. He held it aloft. The Jacs backed away.

      “You know what this is, don’t you?” He lifted himself up with the last of his strength and slapped the grenade down onto the weapon crate’s lid. He laughed as the Jacs backed out and ran up the main tunnel. “Run, you little fuckers,” Synder called after them. “Run while you still can.”

      Synder was still laughing when the grenade exploded, sending a hot wave of pain into him, pushing him toward the end of the tunnel. There was nothing but fire, followed by nothingness.
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      Synder floated in warm darkness. Was this what heaven was like? If so, he didn’t want it to end. But he made the mistake of opening his eyes. An icy light shown down on him, cold and harsh. He felt as if he was seeing everything through a haze. Disembodied voices moved around him. He felt something tight around his head, and pain began lancing through his body.

      “Did we get him? Is he there?” said a male’s voice.

      “Copy and upload successful,” said a female’s.

      A face swam up out of the haze, close to him.

      “He’s awake. Good. Can you hear me, Private Synder? My name is Director Arsenault.”

      The man was bald, with cold blue eyes. His skin was the fleshy pink of someone who had had one too many rejuvenation treatments. As the haze resolved itself, Synder could see he was lying in a hospital bed.

      “Do you remember what happened to you?” the director asked.

      “Yes, the Jacs--” Synder started. His voice came out ragged. His tongue felt like sandpaper, his throat burned.

      Arsenault nodded. “Good enough. You had quite an ordeal. But you were brave. Bravest I’ve seen. And because of that, we’re going to make you a deal. You were burned over sixty percent of your body. You’ve lost both legs and your left arm.”

      Synder’s eyes went wide. The grenade hadn’t killed him like he’d hoped, only reduced him to a slab of meat.

      “These machines are keeping you alive,” the director said. “I’m sorry. There’s nothing else we can do for you. But we can give you a second chance.”

      “Second. Chance?” Synder murmured.

      The director nodded. “We can upload your consciousness into one of our golems. I know you know about them. You’ll be an unstoppable, one-man fighting force. You can get back in the field and help us win this one. What do you say? Per Consortium law I have to get a verbal consent.”

      Synder was in searing pain. He wanted to close his eyes and sleep. But he was afraid if he did so he wouldn’t wake up. His military career had ended before it began. With a second chance…

      “Yes,” he said.

      “All right. That’s all I needed. Thank you, soldier. Welcome back to the Fighting Thirty-Fourth.”
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      The Jacarandan sun was midway overhead when Synder heard the chime. A new mission. He had been halfway through episode eight of Ring Three, a holo drama about life aboard a Consortium station. He paused the stream right as Sumit was about to tell Lilith how he really felt, though Synder cared less about that than the ongoing machinations of the group of anarcho-socialists called Black Cell wreaking havoc aboard the fictional station. An uploaded mind is deprived of a lot of physical stimuli. So, in their infinite wisdom, the overseers gave their golems plenty of downtime entertainment options to choose from. In life Synder had never cared for holo dramas, but as an upload he found he couldn’t get enough of them.

      He closed the stream and brought up his self-diagnostics. Everything read green, fully charged and ready to go. He downloaded the encrypted mission specs and reviewed them.

      His target was a convoy seven kilometers from his current location. He was to assist a fire team in taking them out, and he needed to get moving; the fire team was almost there, and he liked to get there first and show them up. He homed in on the convoy’s transponder beacon and leapt into the air, thrashing through the canopy as he moved to intercept.

      The road ran like a jagged scar through the endless green. The “convoy” was only one vehicle. Odd, Synder thought. He had never received spotty intel before. He scanned the area, but sure enough, this vehicle was the only one present. What was even stranger was that it didn’t belong to the Jacs, but one of the corporate clans. He zoomed in on the logo on the driver’s side door and saw the red three-headed dog logo of Cerberus, a private security outfit. Synder came down in a bend in the road, the hum of the vehicle’s engine getting closer. Maybe the Jacs commandeered it, he thought as the vehicle came around the bend.

      Synder mirrored his armor and fired, a cloud of rail spikes striking the front of the vehicle, flattening the left front tire and cracking the engine block. Most Consortium vehicles weren’t that heavily armored, considering the limited firepower the Jacs had. The vehicle veered to the left and slammed into a tree at the edge of the road, billowing smoke and sending up dust.

      Synder leapt again, landing near the driver’s side door, which was opening. He slammed the door into the figure trying to get out. The driver dropped his weapon with a groan. Synder wrenched the door off its hinges and grabbed the man, sending him sprawling. Before he could recover, Synder put a rail spike between his eyes, then took out his partner on the passenger side with a volley of well-placed flechettes.

      Synder accelerated, his body becoming a blur as he moved toward the rear of the transport. More men spilled out, in the green coveralls and insignia of Argus journalists. Another red flag, but Synder had his orders.

      He smashed one across the face with the butt of his rail rifle, shattering the bridge of his nose. The man fell in a dead heap. Synder crushed the skull of another with his bare hand. The last two slammed into him as he came around the rear of the vehicle, his supernormal speed sending them flying backwards into each other. He emptied his magazine into them, and they sputtered and died atop each other.

      With his free hand, Synder gripped the top of the vehicle and heaved himself up into it. Inside was a lone woman, rail rifle raised to her shoulder. She fired several shots that bounced off his armor. “Stay away from me, you son of a bitch. I’m a neutral journalist.” She fumbled out her press credentials and threw them at Synder. He didn’t bother picking them up. He knew who she was. It was Reka Kincaid. Her hair was longer, but it was her. He just needed to convince her of who he was.

      “Eureka Kincaid,” Synder said, his gravelly, metallic voice echoing in the confined space of the vehicle. “Your friends call you Reka.”

      “Yes,” she said, lowering her weapon somewhat. “How did you know?”

      “This was supposed to be an enemy convoy.”

      “Wrong,” Reka said. “Imagine that. Now who the fuck are you?”

      Synder opaqued his armor.

      “You’re one of those golems, aren’t you? Shit, I saw them decant some of you guys at Haldeman Base.”

      “My name is Synder.”

      “Synder,” she said slowly. Her eyes widened. “No. You can’t be.”

      “Synder,” he repeated. “Private Matthew J. We met aboard the Agamemnon.”

      Reka shook her head. “This can’t be happening. I heard you died six months ago.  But… tell me something about me only Matt would know.”

      He thought for a long moment. “You hoped the Jac hooch was better than the fake swill they served on the ship.”

      “It is you! Holy shit. But what the hell? Why did you kill my news crew?”

      “I was instructed to do so. Orders said this was an enemy convoy.”

      “Well it isn’t. They weren’t even armed. We had two soldiers driving us. That was it. They only let me carry because I know how to shoot.”

      “I am confused,” said Synder. “I need to call the base.”

      Reka held up her free hand. “Wait. Don’t. I think I know why they sent you.” She reached into an inner pocket of her coverall and pulled out a small data stick. “I’ve got proof on here that this whole fucking conflict is a sham. One of the commanders must have found out I had this. This info will kill careers. This is why you were sent to kill me.”

      Synder turned and looked out the rear of the transport, his peepers alerting him to movement in the distance.

      “We’ve got company,” Synder said.

      “More soldiers?”

      Synder turned to look at her. “Yes.”

      They heard the low hum of another transport slowing to a stop behind them. The fireteam. They were late. As usual.

      Synder felt a burning compulsion to obey his orders, but he ignored it. Something about this wasn’t right. And until he figured out what it was…

      He grabbed a section of the transport’s inner wall, wedging his titanic fingers in behind it and wrenching it free, shoving it in front of Reka. “Get behind this,” his voice boomed. “Wait here.”

      Synder turned and leaped from the transport, holding up his arms in surrender. “Wait,” he broadcasted. “There has been a mistake.”

      The transport doors opened and four heavily armed men and one woman climbed out, weapons raised.

      “This is not an enemy vehicle. Our intel was incorrect.”

      A dark-haired corporal took point, his weapon aimed at Synder’s head. “Stand down, Private Synder. We’ll take it from here.”

      “But you don’t understand,” Synder said. “These were Consortium civilians.”

      The human soldiers looked at each other. “Take a walk, Private,” said the corporal. “We’ll clean up here.”

      Something deep within Synder compelled him to obey, some innate programming. He thought of Reka, scared and alone in the back of the transport.  “No.”

      “What did you say, soldier?”

      Synder accelerated, his body becoming a motion blur as he covered the distance between him and the fireteam in the space of a few seconds. He slowed down right in front of the corporal, sending the startled soldier falling backwards. “I said no.”

      It was over in a heartbeat. He didn’t want to kill them, but in this body, he could do nothing else. Synder stared down at the bodies. “What have I done?” he murmured.

      He returned to the transport. Reka cowered behind the heavy hunk of metal, clutching her weapon.

      “We’re clear,” Synder said.

      “We are miles away from clear,” she said. “Now tell me what the hell is going on.”

      “We need to leave. They will send other teams to look for us.”

      Reka looked toward the fallen fire team. “Are they? . . .”

      “Yes,” said Synder. “Just as we will be if we stay here. Come.”
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      They ditched the transport near a ragged strip of jungle. They had gone as far as they could; now they had to proceed on foot. They loaded up all the weapons, ammunition and survival gear for Reka they could carry and marched into the thick vegetation. After walking for an hour, Reka stopped and sat on a fallen tree. “OK,” she said, sipping water from a pilfered canteen. “You were sent to kill me?”

      Synder paused and looked down at her. “That is correct. My orders stated that you were part of an enemy convoy. When I got closer, I thought you were a group of Jacs who had stolen a Consortium vehicle and uniforms.”

      Reka nodded. “And then you saw me.”

      “Yes. That’s when I realized my orders were a lie.”

      “So you’re saying that if we hadn’t met, I’d be dead by now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Saved by casual sex.” Reka swallowed more water. “Take off your helmet.”

      “Why?”

      “I want to see what you look like now.”

      Synder hesitated, then reached up and disconnected his helmet from his armor. She gasped when she saw him.  Easily seven feet tall, he looked like a graphite statue, square, formidable, expressionless. Black camera eyes peered from between a low, hooded brow and a squared nose.

      “Jesus. You look like an Easter Island head. But I guess they make all of you guys identical.”

      She poked at the ground with a stick. “Thank you for sparing me, and for saving my life. That fireteam was there to clean up, yes?”

      “Correct,” said Synder, peepers scanning the immediate area for any signs of movement. He wasn’t programmed to remain in one place for very long. It made him uneasy. Control would know of his betrayal by now. There would be a kill team dispatched to find them and take them out.

      “I’ve really gotten into the shit now, as my editor would say.”

      “We should keep moving,” Synder said.

      Reka tossed the stick away and stood. “I need to get the data stick to my editor.”

      Synder shook his head. They were in the middle of nowhere, on a planet with no Vine access. And if he reconnected to his network, they’d know their location. “Too dangerous. And we cannot return to base.”

      “My editor isn’t at the base. He’s on an Argus ship in orbit.”

      “That’s even more dangerous.”

      “I don’t have a choice. I have to file this story. People are trying to kill me for it to cover up atrocities.”

      Synder assessed their situation. He had gone off book and disobeyed orders, in the process killing innocent journalists as well as fellow soldiers. They were behind enemy lines and had to reach a ship high in orbit before they could get to safety. All for a woman he’d slept with the day before he died.

      “Please,” Reka said. “Will you help me? You’re my only way out of this.”

      Synder regarded her. “Show me your data.”

      “OK. Do you have an external data port?”

      Synder indicated a spot on his neck. A tiny port irised open at his touch. He took the stick from Reka and inserted it. A file tree superimposed itself over his vision, and he started with the top file and worked his way down. Most of it was video of different sites across the planet’s war-torn jungle. Haggard-looking men, women and children fleeing burning ruins. They were all unarmed, clearly not soldiers.

      “This is the location of the alleged warlord?” Synder asked.

      “Yes. As you can see, there is no such warlord. The Intersolar Navy destroyed that patch of jungle and displaced those people. See the Consortium-issue mining equipment? There’s tons of platinum and other precious metals under the jungle floor, and the Consortium wants it. Badly.”

      Synder zoomed in on an image of equipment that were beyond the Jacs’ abilities to produce. And they would never destroy their jungle to get to the metals underneath. It was too precious to them. They had an almost spiritual connection to it. Or so his one intelligence briefing on the subject had stated.

      “The Consortium is guilty of vast human rights violations,” Reka said. “The reasons for this conflict are entirely false. The Jacs refused to allow the Consortium to carve up their jungle to mine for minerals. That’s all this is about. The story that the Jacs have a warlord committing atrocities against his own people was fabricated so that they’d be allowed down here to cause trouble.”

      Synder finished going through the files and disconnected the data stick, handing it back to Reka. He placed his helmet back upon his head. “Yes. I will help you.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. I know this can’t be easy for you.”

      Synder took the lead, moving into the dense foliage, his peepers sensitive to any movement. They had to be wary of the Jacs as well as their own forces. It wasn’t going to be easy to slip through. He mirrored his armor.

      “So what’s the plan?” Reka asked.

      “There is a supply depot ten miles due east,” said Synder. “The last report I received indicated two shuttles parked there capable of taking us into orbit.”

      “The last report. Could your intel be out of date?”

      “It could. I disconnected myself from the military network so we could not be tracked.”

      “Fair enough. Assuming they’re still there, can you fly one of them?”

      As a golem, he was programmed to operate a wide range of military and civilian vehicles, including shuttles. “I can.”

      “Good, because my piloting’s a little rusty. Ten miles though. That’s quite a trek.”

      “And we are being hunted every step of the way,” Synder added.

      “You’re a real glass half full type.”

      “Optimism has nothing to do with it,” Synder said. “I was merely commenting on the reality of the situation.”

      “Whatever. Let’s get moving. We’re going to spend the night out here, and we need a good place to do it.” Reka stepped around him, her long strides putting her in the lead.
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      They found a small clearing between four of the planet’s spindly tree analogues, their feathery fronds blocking most of the sunlight that filtered through the perpetual green. Reka ate field rations while Synder scanned the area.

      “You hungry?”

      Synder removed his helmet and looked at her. “No.”

      “Right. Sorry. I forgot.”

      Synder leaned against one of the trees, rail rifle slung across his barrel chest. He stared across the clearing at her. “What were you doing in that vehicle?”

      “We were headed to another village. I wanted to speak with one of the tree priests there. They only gave us those two soldiers as armed escorts. I guess now I know why.”

      Reka sipped water and ate a protein bar, regarding him. It was getting dark. “I still can’t believe I’m sitting here talking to you. You died. I knew the Navy uploaded the minds of some soldiers to use in their golem program, but it was just rumors—hearsay. Yet here you are.”

      “Yes,” said Synder. He set his peepers on maximum. They would alert him to any movement within fifty yards, whether it be a mosquito or a human being. Then he called up another episode of Ring Three.

      “You’re just gonna stand there all night? No sleep?”

      “This body does not require sleep.”

      “Don’t you get bored?”

      Synder paused the episode. “No. There are entertainment options. Books, audio recordings, films. Whatever we would like. Before I went into the field I downloaded every episode of Ring Three.”

      Reka giggled. “You watch that crap?”

      “It isn’t crap. It’s interesting.”

      “OK. I won’t give you too hard a time. I watched the whole series on the way out here. Nothing else to do. The show has a lot of twists and turns. What episode are you on?”

      “Nine.”

      Reka grinned. “It gets really good after that one. Wait until you see which one of the group is a member of Black Cell.”

      “Stop!” Synder ordered.

      Reka laughed. “Don’t worry. I won’t ruin it for you. Good night, soldier.”
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      Synder was halfway through the final episode of Ring Three when his peepers alerted him to movement. The soft light of dawn illuminated the tree canopy. He glanced to where Reka still slept, curled atop a blanket from her pack. Synder primed his rail rifle and stepped to the edge of the clearing. The ground sloped away down a gradual incline that wasn’t as thick with vegetation as most of the jungle. He scanned the perimeter and locked onto movement heading up the hill. He heard their casual speech and understood it. They weren’t Jacs.

      Synder spun around and went to Reka’s side. “Get up.”

      She stirred quickly, knuckling sleep from her eyes as she grabbed her rail rifle and struggled into her pack. “How many?” she whispered.

      “Six.” Synder wondered how many he could take out from here, before they topped the hill and found them. He calculated two, maybe three at most. He’d never get a clear shot amid all the vegetation. And he’d lose the element of surprise. Besides, he didn’t relish the thought of killing more of his fellow soldiers, even though they had no such compunction about killing him. They would not be able to elude them. They were simply too close.

      “What’s the plan?” Reka asked.

      “Hide.” Reka glared at him for a second before hurrying to the other side of the clearing and stepping into the same dense growth they had passed through the day before. Synder settled into a crouch, mirrored his armor, and waited.

      The six soldiers entered the clearing three minutes later, and it was immediately apparent that Synder wouldn’t be able to mask his presence from them. They spotted him almost instantly, thanks to the thermal imaging visors they wore. They were keyed to detect a golem’s unique biosignature. Synder accelerated, slamming into the squad’s leader with enough force to break the man’s nose. Blood splattered on Synder’s mirrored armor as he snapped the soldier’s rail gun in half, lifted him off his feet and sent him flying into one of the trees that marked the edge of the clearing.

      It was over in seconds, before they could fire a shot or call for help. Reka stepped out of hiding and looked around wide-eyed at the carnage Synder had wrought.

      “Holy shit. I’ve covered plenty of atrocities, but this.” She waved her arms around, indicating the dead soldiers.

      Synder understood. She meant that this was more personal. “They were going to kill us. Kill you.”

      “I know,” she said. “It’s just…dead people. At the end of the day, dead people are always sad. This conflict is wrong. The powers that be want to kill me before I can tell everyone else.”

      “I will help you get your story out,” said Synder. “But we must hurry. There will be others.”
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      They had been traveling for hours, avoiding at least three fire teams that Synder detected from a distance and skirted far from their planned course to avoid. It had cost them hours of precious time, but it also kept their position hidden. Synder knew the best defense was to avoid engagement unless it was necessary. Besides, he wanted to avoid harming his fellow soldiers.

      They moved quietly, stopping only when Synder detected someone was near. They almost came upon a group of Jacs who moved cautiously through the thick brush to avoid the same assault teams that hunted Synder and Reka. Synder mirrored his armor and let them pass.

      Reka proved herself capable. She would have made a good soldier. She knew her way around a rail rifle, and appeared ready to use it if necessary. Synder hoped it wouldn’t come to that. War, he’d come to realize, was an ugly business. It was his job, not hers.

      The jungle thinned out, and Synder and Reka found themselves on the edge of a vast, flat stretch of tarmac. There was a clump of small buildings, a stack of plastic crates, and a high tower, in which a lone guard stood watch. In the distance a pair of shuttles glimmered in the afternoon sun.

      “We made it,” said Reka, a look of relief on her face.

      “Not yet,” said Synder. “We’re just getting started.”

      “Ever the optimist,” she said. “OK, Mr. Optimist. What’s the plan?”

      “This.”

      Synder lifted his rail rifle, targeted the soldier in the tower, and brought him down with a single shot to the head. Quick, clean, no suffering. Synder scanned the perimeter, peepers on full power. He detected no other movement or bio signs. “I don’t like this. We’re still close to Jac-controlled territory. There should be more people here than this.”

      Reka shrugged. “So, what do we do?”

      Synder looked at her. “We get to the nearest shuttle as fast as possible. Stay behind me.”

      Synder could accelerate and cover the distance to the shuttles in under a minute, but Reka couldn’t move that fast. He stepped out of the jungle and mirrored his armor, looking like a shimmer of heat haze as the two of them hurried across the sweltering tarmac. They made it halfway to the nearest shuttle when all hell broke loose.

      The assault team came out of nowhere, and Synder saw why he couldn’t detect them; they were wearing stealth suits that masked their biosignatures. He had heard rumors of such tech back when he was alive, but he had never seen any of it used in the field. They were pulling out all the stops to take them down.

      Their flechettes pinged harmlessly off Synder’s armor, but he was worried about Reka. “I’ll cover you,” he shouted in his deep, inhuman voice. “Get to one of the shuttles.”

      “But I can’t fly.”

      “I’ll catch up. Go!”

      Reka sprinted across the tarmac while laying down a little cover fire of her own, catching one of the soldiers in the leg. He screamed a hail of epithets as he went down.

      Synder accelerated, slamming into a beefy corporal so hard he sent the man careening into the assemblage of crates, knocking them over. The soldier Reka had wounded tried to get another shot at her, but Synder put a flechette in his skull before closing with the three remaining members of the assault team as they sprinted toward Reka.

      Synder accelerated after them, but something hot struck him in the right calf. Synder staggered and fell, his rail rifle sliding across the pavement. Warning sigils flashed in his vision, and he winked them away. He glanced to his right to see a tall black form standing atop the small white metal building, a hatch open in the structure’s roof. It was an Obsidian Series golem. Experimental. Deadly. Stronger and faster than him. It held a rail cannon. Usually mounted onto vehicles or aircraft, this one had been retrofitted so the golem could carry it.

      Synder heard Reka scream amid the barely perceptible hiss of rail fire and looked out across the tarmac. She had reached the shuttle, but the remaining soldiers had her pinned down under it. Flechettes pinged off the little vessel’s hull. The obsidian golem fired again, catching Synder in the right hip. His synthetic flesh exploded from the impact, and pain sensors flared as dark fluid leaked from the wound. He knew the hydraulics in that leg were shot. It was now useless. Damage alerts danced in front of his eyes again, but he ignored them. Crawling forward, he grabbed his rifle. There was only one thing left for him to do now.

      Another rail spike struck, embedding itself in his midsection. He aimed as best he could, and fired, striking one of the soldiers tormenting Reka in the ankle. When the man fell, Synder put another flechette between his eyes. He did the same to the second soldier. A spike as long as Reka’s arm slammed into Synder’s back, almost impaling him to the tarmac. His vision filled with a million myriad data points that his human body would have interpreted as pain. His uploaded mind reeled from the physical onslaught. But he had to push through. He had a mission to complete. His last. He twisted and rolled onto his side, facing the Obsidian Series and emptying his rail rifle in its general direction, driving the synthetic soldier from his perch. Synder wondered idly who the man inside had been in life as he ejected his magazine, slapped in another and opened fire again. Powerful electromagnets in the gun accelerated each flechette to four kilometers per second. They impacted with the obsidian golem as he approached Synder for a kill shot.

      “You can’t hurt me with that,” the golem broadcasted as he approached.

      “I’m not trying to hurt you,” Synder said, his targeting array getting a bead on the rail cannon. He fired the rest of his magazine into it, shredding the golem’s weapon. Fail-safes within the gun malfunctioned, and the huge weapon gave off a short, brief electromagnetic pulse that fried both it and the golem’s consciousness. The giant collapsed onto the tarmac.

      “I wasn’t sure that would work,” said Synder, returning his attention to Reka.

      The remaining soldier, a sweaty young lieutenant, was dragging her out from under the shuttle by her hair. He threw her down onto the tarmac and shot her in the left shoulder. Reka screamed in pain, then kicked him squarely in the balls.

      Synder moved to intercept, hop-crawling on his one functioning leg. Vital fluids gushed out of him. In a few more minutes he wouldn’t be able to move at all.

      “Where is it?” the soldier squeaked when he had recovered himself. He kicked Reka in the head before crouching in front of her, checking her pockets for the data stick. She lolled there, dazed from the blow. “I need to destroy it and kill you.”

      Reka stared up at him, tears in her eyes. “Why?”

      “You’re a terrorist agitator assisting the Jac warlord’s militia. My orders are to destroy the data you carry and neutralize you.” He ripped open the front of her coverall and found the data stick in the interior pocket, snapping it in half with one hand.

      Synder was on him before he saw the golem’s shadow looming. He wrapped his huge hand around the man’s head and twisted it like a bottle cap, just as he had seen the golem do the night he died. He heard bones snap, felt the life leak out of him. Synder released him and let him fall.

      He braced himself against the shuttle with his right arm, and with his left reached down and hoisted Reka to her feet. She cried out, her left arm dangling, useless.

      “Are you all right?”

      “My arm,” she said, staring at it. The shoulder of her coverall was stained dark red. Synder scanned the injury. The flechette had shattered bone, torn muscle tissue. An artery had been severed, and he didn’t have the tools needed to cauterize it. It was non-life-threatening provided she got medical attention soon. Or so he hoped. He was programmed to end life, not save it.

      “Let’s get you out of here.” His peepers scanned the perimeter. More were coming. Golems. Men. Vehicles.

      “No! We failed. He destroyed my evidence. My story. It’s all gone.”

      “No, it isn’t,” said Synder, tapping his left temple. “You showed it to me, remember? I recorded it.”
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      Reka nodded and opened the shuttle door. It extruded a gangplank and the two of them hobbled up into it, Synder leaning as much of his now useless bulk as he dared against her.

      He helped her into the copilot’s chair and strapped her in, then tore a length of fabric from the leg of her coverall and tied it tightly around her wounded shoulder. He sat in the pilot’s chair and initiated the launch sequence. The shuttle hummed to steady life as the small depot swarmed with soldiers, ground crawlers and skimmers vectoring in on the tiny craft.

      “Here we go.” Synder throttled the fusion engine up to full, and the shuttle shot high and fast into the air. He maneuvered the nose of the craft forward and gave it more power. They had to reach the upper atmosphere before any aircraft could be sent to intercept them.

      Reka must have been thinking the same thing. “Does this tub have any weapons?”

      “No.”

      “Great.”

      Synder glanced at her. “Don’t worry. We’re almost in orbit.”

      The planet’s blue-green sky gave way to black.

      “Can we find the Agamemnon?” Reka asked.

      Synder programmed the tight-beam relay to start searching for the ship’s transponder code. “It might take a minute. It’s probably in high orbit somewhere.”

      All around them swarmed the dark specs of ships, looking like splinters in the glow from Jacaranda’s host star. Reka gasped. They were looking for a needle amid needles.

      The tight-beam dinged. “We’ve got a signal,” said Synder. “And a lock. Hold on.”

      Synder gunned the engine again, taking it on a course that brought it up and out of Jacaranda’s gravity well and toward a line of ships. Synder wondered how they would get permission to dock with the Agamemnon. He glanced at Reka. She slumped in her seat, her eyes closed, passed out from her injury.

      Synder felt his right leg go numb as he banked toward the Agamemnon. Pain sigils once again flashed in his vision. He felt his other systems starting to shut down. He reached over and squeezed Reka’s right shoulder. She jumped, awake.

      “What?”

      “I’m not going to make it,” Synder said. “You’ll need to figure out a way to convince the Agamemnon to let us dock.”

      They had lost their pursuers, but only momentarily. They were small enough amid the chaos of the conflict to go mostly unnoticed, a dust mote amid much larger dust motes. But that wouldn’t last. Word would get out and these ships would soon be firing on them. Best not to worry her with such details.

      “I can’t do this without you, Matt,” she said, tears forming in her eyes. “You got me this far. You can get me a little farther. It’s right there, see?”

      Reka pointed through the spun diamond viewscreen at the silvery lozenge that was the Agamemnon growing larger in front of them.

      Synder shook his head. “This is the end of the line for me.”

      “But the data. I need it.”

      Synder reached into his belt and brought up a lethal-looking knife. He snapped it open and gave it to her. “Cut into my forehead. There’s a black cube inside. Your data is stored there.”

      “But you’re in there too, right? I can’t do it. You’ll die.”

      “Matthew Synder is already dead. He died six months ago. I’m just a copy. Besides,” he said, waving his left hand over his body, “This isn’t living. I thought I was getting a second chance. Instead I’m just a tool used for murder and death. I see that now, thanks to you. Whatever you might think of me, of the original Matt Synder, I didn’t sign on for this.”

      Reka took his big gray hand in hers and gave it a little squeeze.

      The tight-beam squawked. “Unidentified shuttle. You are invading Consortium spacecraft airspace. Identify yourself and state your purpose or be destroyed.”

      The Agamemnon was mostly a civilian transport, but it was armed with a row of particle cannons, which the shuttle alerted them were now powering up.

      “Uh, this is Eureka Kincaid of Argus 7 Newsfeed. I am carrying information vital to the conduct of this conflict that I need to get to my editor immediately. Do you copy? This is Eurek—”

      “That’s a negative, unidentified shuttle. Landing is not permitted without authorization from--”

      “Listen, fuck stick. I am hot, tired, pissed off, and in need of medical attention. People are trying to kill me. I’m not asking to dock, I’m telling you we’re docking. We can do it with or without a shuttle-shaped hole in your docking bay door. It’s up to you.”

      A pause, then, “Standby.”

      After half a minute, the ship’s AI gave them coordinates, and Synder, his systems failing, swung the craft around toward the rear of the vessel. A portal irised open amidships, and he pushed the shuttle toward it. Force beams grabbed the craft and pulled it in safely.

      Synder quieted the shuttle’s systems. Dark fluid had leaked out of him and all over the controls. Reka winced in pain, holding the knife shakily. “Do it now,” he told her. “This body has had it.”

      “What will happen to you?”

      “Nothing. I’m already dead, remember? The real Matthew Synder died down on Jacaranda, doing what he thought was right.”

      “I’ll never forget you.” There were fresh tears in her eyes as she brought the knife closer.
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      Reka’s story went out over the Vine within the hour, and five standard days later, public outcry from every corner of the Consortium was enough to halt the conflict. Stock values plummeted, and Daedalus, Proteus and several other of the largest clans pulled out, blaming the private security firm Cerberus for the dust-up. Press releases and public statements of apology were issued, all with boilerplate, passive voice “mistakes were made” language. A motion was passed in the Consortium senate to pay the Jacs full reparations immediately. Now if the Consortium wanted mineral rights, it was going to cost them. In private, criminal charges were brought against several Consortium higher-ups. No one knows what happened to them, but they will probably spend the rest of their days working in an asteroid belt penal colony mining the same precious metals they tried to steal from the Jacs.

      Eureka Kincaid lost the arm. The damage was too extensive, the wait for medical attention too long—she had insisted on filing her story first. But she refused regrowth, opting instead for a cybernetic prosthesis. It was more expensive, but her Argus insurance covered it. She sat in her berth aboard the Agamemnon as it pulled out of Jacarandan orbit and headed for the next Consortium outpost, the next story. She flexed her new arm, hearing the slight whir of the servos. It was a beautiful piece of engineering. Transparent, diamond-hard acrylic, filled with intricate snooping gear. Near the shoulder joint was a conspicuous black cube that had nothing to do with the arm’s operation. She looked at it and smiled, then got out her slate and brought up her dictation software. It was time to file her next article.

      “I’d like to tell you a story about the hero of the Jacarandan conflict,” she began as the Agamemnon slid off into the black. “A man named Private Matt Synder.”
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      Emily’s Rarl sends a pair of deep-water drones to fetch her on a Tuesday morning, late in the autumn of 2047, right in the middle of her lecture. The drones are humanoid in shape, modified to work in atmosphere as well as the crushing depths of the ocean’s floor where the Rarls have their embassy. They drop from the sky and move in a comically delicate, mincing gait to the Humanities division and the building where she’s teaching. They step through the door of her 19th century lit class, interrupting her lecture on Alexandre Dumas’s Twenty Years After. It’s the ninth time her Rarl has summoned her in four years. The first time it pulled her out of a blind date that hadn’t been going well anyway. The time after was in the middle of a friend’s wedding. The last six times they’ve come for her during office hours. It throws her a moment, getting the call while she’s surrounded by her students, but not so much. Of course, her adaptability is part of why her Rarl wants her. Adaptability is key to surviving Rarls’ chess.

      “Thursday, we’ll pick up where we’ve stopped,” she says, pausing as the display plates on the chests of both drones brighten and flash a sequence of colors. They’ve only just arrived and already they’re rushing her. “Read the next five chapters and be ready to talk about d'Artagnan, the changes in his relationships to his fellow musketeers from the previous book, and the theme of treason.” The cycling of flashes increases. Fine. “Class dismissed!”

      Her students stare at the drones. Everyone on Earth knows about the Rarl, though barely a fraction of one percent have ever seen one of their drones up close. The drones escort her out to the south lawn and the gamepod they’d brought with them. That’s when she notices there’s another gamepod on the grass, about a thousand feet away, and wonders who just stepped inside it. There are five registered pieces on campus, including another professor in her own department who’s made it clear that he doesn’t like sharing the prestige of being a winning piece with a colleague. He’s even gone so far as to tell Emily he’ll count being a game piece against her when she comes up for tenure review. Ass. He’s been played only four times, moved only twice. He hasn’t a clue. If she moves, successfully, in this game, she won’t have to worry about tenure, and if she loses, she probably won’t worry about anything ever again.

      She’s never encountered another professor from her university in any of her games.

      Emily enters the gamepod and begins stripping off her clothes before the hatch closes. The pod's sensor net falls upon her, conforms to her body, and meshes with her central nervous system. The narrow confines of the gamepod fall away. Reality fades as her sensorium recalibrates.

      In a blink, her avatar stands upon the board, garbed in scintillating folds of light with a gleaming crown upon her head brighter than the sun.

      "I'm the Queen?" says Emily, never having been assigned a position higher than a Rook. Though it’s the ninth time her Rarl has activated her for a game, her piece has only been in play — either by being moved or because another piece moves into her hex — four times. Most people stop after one or two. The rewards and the risks double each time and she promised herself she’d quit after she’d been moved three times. That was two games ago. She should have stopped by now.

      If her piece loses its confrontation, the Rarls will take a portion of her memory. Nothing personal and nothing she’ll have learned in school, those are spared. Instead they’ll cut away some of the memories she’s built from the synergy of the two: The career she’s built as a literature professor, the skills she’s acquired as a poet. The intersection of passion and art, that’s what’s at stake, if she loses. At this level of play, everything she holds dear could be wiped away because of an alien game. She should have ended her contract already. It’s beyond stupid. It’s probably why she’s been cast as the Queen. Her Rarl knows, win or lose, this is her last game.

      A vast six-sided gameboard lies before her, hundreds of flickering hexes of black and white, valid spaces all, save for a handful that are the color of freshly spilled blood. The red hexes whisper of memory loss and the annihilation of art. Doom hexes, a taste of what’s at stake if she loses. The effects are temporary, limited to the duration of the game, but still to be avoided at all costs. To her left and right she sees her cohort, a vast though not endless supply of Pawns, pairs of Bishops and Rooks and Knights, as well as other pieces not common to traditional chess. Fliers and Vanguards, Elephants and Kraken, Padwars and Thoats, Grasshoppers and Assassins. Emily glances to an adjacent hex where the King should stand, but the space is unoccupied, indicating one of the many Abdication variants is in play. It also means the target is on her back. Great.

      Of course it’s nothing like real chess, but that’s the closest analog that humans can even partially understand. But the rules aren’t important, not so long as Emily understands her responsibilities. She’d distinguished herself in her first game and her Rarl tripled her contract for the exclusive rights to play her. Her university receives half of the fees and a third of the bonuses for her every move. Just being summoned and not put into play would earn her twenty grand. Emily had over a hundred thousand in undergraduate and graduate loans and she paid them off by her fifth game. She’s not in it for the money. Part of the exclusivity contract included the option to trade her share of payment for something other than cash. It’s what she’ll get if she wins that keeps her coming back, why she risks permanent memory loss. The stakes double each time, and after four active wins, they’re astronomical. If she plays today, if she wins, her Rarl will toss her some piece of literature that’s lost to the modern world. Maybe Homer’s Margites, or a missing Shakespeare play, or something from Hemingway’s stolen suitcase. God, what she would give to bring a new piece of Hemingway into the world. It’s like the Rarl have every bit of art and literature and science tucked away in some corner of the enclave at the bottom of the ocean. They’re happy to share it, but only on their terms. Only with those who’ll play their damn, alien chess. They won’t so much as talk to anyone else.

      The game begins and Emily feels her Rarl’s tentacle pads glide across her shoulders. The touch isn't real. The Rarl she thinks of as “hers” isn’t really here. More to the point, there’s no here here. The board is an interactive and shared sensory space of correlated virtual realities. The nearly two hundred game pieces that make up the six teams stand alone in their respective pods, scattered throughout the world, human beings from every walk of life, every age, every race, gender, orientation, education, eye color, and handedness. If there’s a pattern for who gets to play, or be played, Emily’s never heard of anyone who’s worked it out. The one commonality is they all excel at some creative endeavor. As for the Rarls themselves, a few thousand of the alien cephalopods huddle deep in their embassy in the Mariana Trench.

      Emily stands and studies the other avatars, knowing most of them won't move for hours, if ever. Six independent players taking turns makes for a long game. And with this being an Abdication variant there’s a good chance that her Rarl won’t allow any of its five opponents to bring another piece anywhere near her. So she waits and watches the game unfold.

      Something is off. Several of the opposing players are aggressive, antagonistic. The play whirls in rapid sequences of moves and counter-moves. That’s atypical. The Rarls are calm, slow moving, the kind of alien mindset that thinks an expression like “measure twice, cut once” is beyond hasty. They’re ganging up against her Rarl, throwing their pieces in sequenced and savage attacks. She’s never seen a game like this before, so fast and furious. It’s both thrilling and terrifying and she can feel her pulse race with a mix of fear and excitement. Very quickly the opponents begin to pay for their recklessness, first with a Rook and then a Kraken, a pair of Assassins and several Pawns. Emily’s side hasn’t lost a single piece. Her player moves its pieces in a dazzling sequence of feints and dances — at least the portion of the moves that she can see — always just out of harms’s way.

      Then the opponents’ strategy comes clear. The Kraken and the rest, they weren’t losses. They were sacrifices. The board is locked for the moment, leaving an opening, a weakness in her Rarl’s line of defense. This was their plan all along. The Queen is suddenly vulnerable.

      In the next move an opponent's Pawn approaches, ending in an adjacent hex. All of her Rarl’s other pieces have been either immobilized or engaged. She’s about to be attacked by a Pawn. Emily backs to the farthest corner of her hex but it doesn’t matter. Another opponent slams its piece into the nearby Pawn, the kind of indirect attack that’s possible in a game with six players. The result isn’t a challenge, but a collision. It’s a cunning strategy. If she’d been attacked directly, her piece would be entitled to certain defensive bonuses. But a bystander strike doesn’t receive such consideration. The Pawn is ‘innocently’ bumped into her space. Contact. The board vanishes. Reality shifts.

      She stands in a damp alley. The sudden odor of shit and rancid garbage almost makes her retch. Much like a genuine attacker, the colliding piece dictates the challenge’s initial reality at every level. The stench is intended to distract her from the real threat, to blur her senses and set her up to fail. Almost too late, she whirls as something flies at her from a dumpster. It’s the Pawn, dripping potato peelings, used condoms, and grease. He’s a kid, barely into his teens. She’s never seen a Pawn that looked older than an undergraduate. This one is dressed in rags, textiles of natural fibers that haven’t been used in decades. But that doesn’t matter because the Pawn is lunging at her with a knife half as long as his arm. There’s music streaming from behind him, the orchestral score from a recent post-apocalyptic musical, a twisted blend of West Side Story and Mad Max. The urchin coming at her spirals through the air with a dancer’s grace and a mouthful of teeth filed to deadly points. Emily ducks, tucks, and rolls through some disgusting sludge on the alley’s floor, avoiding the blade and the promised bite. "I don't think so," she says, and begins quoting Dylan Thomas, both to establish that she won’t go gently into the ragamuffin’s good night as well as to reify the idea of death. Halfway through the recitation she switches to Emily Dickenson, recasting herself as the very personification of Death. The Pawn reels. It is, after all, just a Pawn. Emily presses on, reciting Keats and Plath. Reality shimmers as she seizes control of the hex and transform it into a hospital room. The stench of feces is still present, but masked with citrus and antiseptic scents. The Pawn is in bed, connected by tubes to beeping machines that keep him alive, just barely. Emily sobs, pulling up the grief from a thousand novels of pain and loss, holding the scenario in place with a force of will she has honed after five years of teaching Freshman Comp. The beeping slows, then stops. The Pawn/kid loses his battle with death. The Queen/mother grieves.

      The game registers her win of the space. A moment later the board is all around her again. There’s no trace of the Pawn. She tries not to think what her opponent has lost. Was he actually some teenage dancer? Has he lost muscle memory or the joy of all but defying gravity? Probably nothing so great as that. He was Pawn, it was probably his first active game. But it’s her fifth, and she’s done the impossible. If she can just get through the rest of the game then some lost work from the library of Alexandria could soon be hers.

      It goes on. The game's multiple players employ complex tactics, casting their pieces at one another. Thoats battle Mutants. Knights engage Manticores. Emily waits; her player, having restored its defensive posture, holds her in reserve, regal and aloof, guarding the abdicated throne. Time passes and Emily wonders if she will move again, when from the corner of her eye she spies a Bishop hurtling towards her across an open diagonal until it breaches her hex. Reality changes.

      Emily is on her knees, dazed as her thoughts echo in Mayan, a language she's never spoken. She clutches a folded book, a codex. The Bishop's will is strong, not only defining the scene but reshaping her self-image as well. She is smaller, her skin darker. The Bishop towers above her, speaking Spanish, invoking the Heavenly Father. He wrenches the codex from her, sets it ablaze, and resumes his prayers. Bishop Diego de Landa's auto de fe continues.

      Emily manages a mental retreat, imagining a flowing red pen and comments about cultural appropriation on some undergraduate’s term paper. She wants to take a physical step back, to escape the horror of that flaming codex. She’ll never know what literature or verse had been lost when this scene originally played out. The Rarls love the humanities, all our history and art. Even if they don’t grasp a fraction of it, they revel in our emotional reaction to it. And Emily’s reaction is visceral. Through clenched teeth she regains her command of English and says, "Never burn a lit professor's books!" Anger fuels her will, and threads from the morning’s lecture on Dumas come to her mind, breaking the Bishop's hold. Reality flows.

      She is Queen Anne of Austria. Grudgingly, Emily promotes the Bishop; transforming de Landa into Cardinal Richelieu who towers above her. It’s a dangerous move, a loss of individual power, but she’s shaped the scene to manifest an extra character from the novel. Her loyal d'Artagnan helps her to her feet, slipping jewels retrieved from Buckingham into her hand. Richelieu witnesses the exchange but can do nothing. Never mind what Dumas has in store for her musketeer or the other characters in the book, for the moment the cleric has been thwarted and the moment is all that matters. With a surprisingly gracious nod the Bishop acknowledges her victory. The Queen’s win is the Bishop’s loss. He vanishes from the game and she’s herself again, the jewels long gone. Reality shifts and she’s back to the gameboard. Two successful moves in the same game bumps up her prize even higher, if she can survive to the end to claim it.

      Now her Rarl takes the battle to its opponents, scattering them left and right over a double round of turns. Two of them are defeated by their own crumbling allegiance, getting in one another’s way instead of offering a united front. That leaves three. A few more turns and the death throes of an opponent’s Elephant costs them several pieces each as the cascade of tumbling figures accidentally cross the edge of one of the board’s Doom hexes, the pieces floundering as their memories vanish. One of the remaining opponents concedes, its players vanishing from the game space in a blink. There are only two opponents left. Casualties have been heavy on all sides. Her Rarl has scarcely a dozen pieces left. Emily can see twenty or more enemy pieces strewn across the board. And they can see her. Piece by piece, they are coming for her.

      Almost tenderly, the sensation of a tentacle presses across the small of her back. She cannot defend her hex against the coming forces. Her player is moving her, nudging her into motion. Emily flees.

      There are advantages to being a Queen. She can run in any of the six directions, and with so few pieces on the board many paths are unimpeded. That edge is tempered by the special movement rules attending to Knights and Fliers and Manticores. They swoop and jump and skid ever closer, and while her Rarl manages to evade them, racing her three-quarters of the way around the board, they eventually box her in.

      Backed up against a gleaming red Doom hex, Emily makes her stand. Her options have dwindled, but she reframes the problem. It’s like the restrictions of a sonnet, the rules don’t have to be a hindrance if she chooses to see them as structure. Mutants and Fliers and Assassins close in. They don’t have to defeat her, just cause her to stumble backwards, cross that line. The blood red hex strips away all history and literature, all poetry and art, the very things that the human mind needs to defend itself, let alone survive in a game of Rarls’ chess. Doom.

      A Mutant reaches into her hex with one of its extra limbs, not quite engaging her space but threatening her all the same. Emily dodges and in the process is bumped by the other opponent’s Flier. She stumbles, one foot crossing a line for an instant before she can pull it back. Her leg is numb, her foot drips a shining red. Her Rarl dispatches the Mutant threat with its remaining Thoat, eliminating the near danger but opening her to a new one. An Assassin steps towards her hex, garbed in the traditional clothes of the Nizari Ismailis, a swath of cloth covering his face from the bridge of his nose on down. His eyes twinkle. He intends to toy with her, prolong her struggle. There’s something familiar about him, and that realization brings the answer. It’s the ass from her department, the one who all but promised her she’d never get tenure. And he’s right, if he defeats her in this game the resulting memory loss will ensure she never teaches again.

      Reality shifts. Emily half expected to find herself cast as a luckless crusader on the wrong end of a holy war, but no. Her clothes are scratchy. There’s a bonnet on her head, a stiff homespun dress that is uncomfortably tight. The Assassin stands before her all in black, a stetson on his head, pearl-handled guns in the holsters on either hip. She catalogues his black leather gloves as he casually backhands her across the mouth, splitting her lip and sending her to the hard packed dirt beneath her feet. The American West? Are they kidding her? She did her dissertation on variants of cowboy poetry. She’ll have this pompous jerk roped and tied faster than he could say publish or perish. Git along, lil doggie. Only… none of it comes to her. She can’t summon up a stanza. Not a rhyme. Not a word. Black Bart snarls at her. Then he kicks her. Emily gasps as ribs break. It doesn’t matter that her body is safe back in her gamepod on a manicured lawn. Here and now she’s hurting and the pain makes it hard to concentrate. She reaches for something more recent, anything from the syllabus of her course on the English romantics. Byron will kick his ass. Shelley will dissect him. But it’s not there. Only the names. None of the imagery, none of the emotion or the meaning or the inspiration. Her misstep into the Doom hex has taken it all from her. Under the terms of the game, her education has been stripped from her. Nothing she’s ever learned, no story she’s read, poem she’s heard, play she’s watched, none of that is available to her. She’s been emptied of any human art that she’s ever known, and if she loses the game the loss will be permanent and greater still.

      In desperation, Emily tries to crawl from her assailant. Not a hundred feet away is the porch of a battered dry goods store, the swinging doors of the town saloon just a few yards beyond that. There’ll be something she can use there. But she never gets that far. Black Bart walks around to stand in front of her, blocking her pathetic attempt to escape or find some means to fight back. He laughs, half in character, half out, saying, “there’s a new sheriff in town, missy. I can almost feel my Rarl’s tentacles pinning the star on my chest already.”

      No, my Rarl, she thinks, and remembers things she’s been working on since her first game as a Pawn. There’s the series of articles she’s been writing, the ones that would earn her tenure even if she never played another game — regardless of what this self-important ass might say or do — an examination of the melange of human art and alien strategy in Rarls’ chess. But more, there’s the poem she’s struggled with for years, an attempt to convey the sheer range of glory and need and longing that is the intersection of an alien mind trying to understand humanity through the metaphor of this stupid game.

      Black Bart kicks her again. Emily feels another rib crack. It’s getting hard to breathe. Did the bastard puncture her lung?

      “What’s the matter, missy, you got nothing to say? Oh, right, little girl stepped in where she didn’t belong. You prolly ain’t got so much as a bedtime story left to you. Well? Let go, why don’cha? Stop hanging on and give me this hex. Game’ll be over.”

      “Rarl,” says Emily.

      “Your Rarl can’t save you, missy. Can’t you feel how strong my metaphor is? I’m the bad man in the black hat. The crooked cardsharp. The hired gun of the evil rancher. I’m the fastest and the bestest shot all the way from here to Kansas. And you’re just a helpless schoolmarm who can’t even remember See Spot Run. Admit that you done lost. Don’t make me keep kicking you until you’re spitting up blood or worse, cuz it’s in my character to do that.”

      Emily felt the graze of another tentacle, this time across the back of her head, guiding her to bow down in defeat. But more, she felt her Rarl’s failure. This was what the game was for, a chance to glean understanding from the chaos of human art. Except, the closer the Rarls approached it, the more the very substance of it all got in their way. They were going about it all wrong. And so had she, so had every academician in every humanities department since the day the aliens made first contact and expressed a need for theatre and literature, dance and music.

      Every one of them, alien and human, have had it backwards. It isn’t a problem you can understand while you’re immersed in the substance of it. She sees that now because all of that’s been taken away from her, every bit of recorded human art she’s ever wrapped herself in. Leaving her with just her own experience and her own voice.

      The notes she’d been keeping, the fragments of verse, those were all her own, not a part of any known body of work. Free of the context of all other art, the pieces come together in a rush. Short of breath, the taste of blood in her mouth, the stupidity of the role she’d been forced into all too ironically, she begins to compose and recite. She starts in iambic, switching to trochee with the next line, and back and forth again, a lyrical boustrophedon that describes human and Rarl ambition and longing, art and desire, semantics and semiotics.

      Light streams from her eyes and mouth. Her breathing eases. Her ribs knit. She rises to her feet and finds herself clothed as she’d been in the classroom, reality trickling into the game space, a blurring of the rules.

      Black Bart stares in horror. “You can’t. I beat you. You can’t have any poetry. You crossed the line.”

      Emily smiles, having crossed the line indeed, still speaking the living verse. It took losing all poetry to give her the freedom to find this new work, to remind her and to show the Rarls — not just her Rarl, but all of them who she knows must be watching this end game — that the universe was created not just with a word, but with a poem.

      The evil cowboy in front of her explodes in light. The scene collapses and she is back on the game board where, one by one, all the opposing pieces shatter with brightness. Emily keeps speaking, writing the final lines of her verse moments before she voices them. Far above her she feels it when the Rarls end the game. The red of the Doom hex behind her bubbles up and then boils over. The remaining black and white hexes gleam and then fade as she speaks the last word. The universe ends and she is back in her game pod.

      Emily slumps against the wall, whole but exhausted. With a gasp, the art that shapes and defines her, life flows back into her, giving new insight and subtly to the poem she’d just created. Yeah, tenure, for sure. But first, she is going to quit the chess circuit and claim her rewards, serve up a long lost work along with her newly created one. And then, perhaps a trip to the Mariana Trench and a face to face meeting with her Rarl. And who knows, maybe a whole new kind of game.
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      In space, fuel comes at a cost nobody wants to pay.
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      Jennifer Simmons hesitated, watching her mining rig being loaded onto the mass accelerator rails. Her rig had been cobbled together and repaired with whatever scraps and spare parts they could find. Life was simpler this way. Grab the ore. Get gone before they showed up. It was the only life she knew.

      She boarded, closed the hatch behind her, and started the preflight check. The ship trembled and hummed. The rails charged to twenty trillion volts. Enough to propel her faster than she ever cared to go. She shuddered. This was the second-most dangerous part of her task. The launch prep light turned green. She took a deep breath and pulled the lever. The rig accelerated well beyond its limits as the rails hurtled her through space toward the massive asteroid.

      The rig slowed. She watched the console. The adrenaline from the launch subsided, but a new fear set in. They would arrive shortly and attempt to wipe out the last remnants of humanity. She shook her head to clear her thoughts.

      Piloting the mining rig to the asteroid’s surface was easy. Watching for Scav’Vul threats? Not so simple. It was worth the risk. The ship needed the fuel. The Anderle needed to survive.

      The rig settled on the cold, rocky surface with a small plume of dust. Jennifer’s fingers expertly danced over the controls for the mining laser. The limited sensors wouldn’t detect the ore deposits. She would have to feel her way along with the equipment she had.

      The emitter assembly lowered from the bottom of the rig and vibrated softly as its coils charged. A brilliant orange laser bored deep into the asteroid. Jennifer rested her hands on the guidance controls, feeling for the telltale vibrations. She’d grown accustomed to this. It calmed her. Set her nerves at ease. She glanced at the LIDAR monitor. Nothing yet. Any minute, a Scav’Vul carrier could arrive. We’re running out of time…

      Her brother’s death scream echoed through her mind as she spaced out. I left him to die… No. He ordered me to go. I was following orders. A pulsating vibration caught her attention. The laser.

      She increased power to the mining laser. Glowing iridescent globules of molten ore floated serenely up the length of the beam and into the cargo containment system. A hint of a smile touched her lips. This was her purpose now.

      The Anderle was the last bastion of humanity. Making sure it had enough fuel to keep leading the fight against the Scav’Vul was paramount. Fight. Run. Refuel. Repeat. The ore was a critical component in the war effort. Without it, they were doomed to extinction.

      She repeated the process several times before glancing at the monitor again. Cold droplets of sweat beaded and rolled down her spine. Something’s wrong. The Scav’Vul are never late to a party. A hypergate flourished into view fifteen kilometers away. “Speak of the devil…”

      “Scav’Vul carrier! Screamers inbound!” barked the commander from the static-filled radio.

      It startled her. Jennifer’s sweat-covered palm slipped off the throttle lever. “Shit!” She grabbed for it again. The engines groaned. Metal shrieked. A huge plume of plasma ejected from the exhaust nozzles. The rig blasted away from the asteroid at near twenty thousand KPH. The mechanics had warned her about pushing the limits of the rig with the oversized engines. It was a calculated risk. Better to explode than to be shot down. Or worse...captured.

      The rig shook. The controls vibrated. Parts and pieces rattled. And still, the rig accelerated. Faster. Must go faster.

      Movement caught her eye. Outside the canopy, Jennifer saw other miners evacuating. Exploding. The agile Screamers wove between rigs, shooting them at random. She checked the heads-up display. Four miners left out of ten…

      Her instincts screamed at her. She pulled hard on the control yoke and set the rig into a corkscrew. The high-G maneuver clawed at her stomach. She swallowed hard. Her knuckles turned white from her grip on the controls.

      Red beams of light flashed past her, illuminating the cabin like a strobe light. Faster. She thought she saw a golden orb of light in the distance. The Anderle’s beam cannon! She reversed the engines and pulled up hard. Her breath caught in her throat. She almost lost consciousness from the sudden deceleration.

      A blinding yellow beam filled her vision. Screamers all around her were engulfed by the power of a sun. Now’s my chance! She gunned the engines again, rocketing toward the flagship.

      With a moment to breathe, Jennifer checked her cargo meter: Six tons. It wasn’t enough, but if the other survivors had harvested as much, they had a chance to survive for another week. Muffled explosions rocked the rig violently, bringing her attention back to the task at hand. Her own survival. Worrying about the cargo wouldn’t mean much if she was killed.

      A Screamer flew past her and slowed. A port opened on an aft panel. Her blood chilled. She watched in terror as the fusion net unfolded before her.

      “No…not like this.” She grasped the canopy eject lever. Dying on her own terms was better than the alternative. On second thought... She raised the mining laser as far up as she could. The actuator whined and gears ground as the barrel assembly strained against its swivel limiters. She fired the laser into the port on the back of the Screamer. The beam cut through the net launcher and cored the reactor. It went critical, blossoming into a gaseous explosion.

      “Yes!” She rolled the ship again, dodging more incoming fire.

      A voice echoed in the back of her mind. “Do not resist. Join us.” She rolled again, dodging several more lasers. “If you resist…you will be destroyed.” She shook her head to rid herself of the voice.

      The skin on the back of her neck crawled. She cut power to the engines and rolled back the way she’d come. Three Screamers blasted past her, lasers flying through the spot she’d just occupied. She reengaged the engines and tore off after them. “There is no hope. Unless you join us.” More voices joined the first. “Give in. Do not resist.”

      “Get out of my head!” she screamed. She expertly guided the mining laser through all three Screamers in a row. The reactors of each ship went critical. The explosions obliterated any trace they’d ever been there. Jennifer smiled.

      The drill rig shuddered as Screamer laser blasts slammed into the small ship. Alarms blared. Red lights flashed. She looked down at the damage report displayed on the control console. Her braking thrusters and mining laser were simply gone. There were multiple hull breaches. More lasers zipped past her canopy, just missing the glass.

      “Mayday! Anderle, I’m coming in hot!” she yelled into the headset.

      “Acknowledged, Marauder. Fire control teams standing by.”

      I hope the cargo doesn’t go critical when I hit the deck or I’m dead.

      “The cargo is the least of your concerns, young one.”

      “Get the hell out of my thoughts.”

      In her mind, a million voices laughed as one. “You will be mine… One way. Or another.”

      The landing platform grew as she approached at breakneck speed. She wouldn’t be able to slow the rig. Or could she? She spun the rig around, facing the main engines toward the landing deck. She’d sacrifice the engines to protect the cargo by reducing the angle of impact. She took a deep breath and fired the engines one last time.

      The pressure of the sudden braking thrust shoved her deep into the form-fitting flight seat. Proximity warning alarms joined the rest of the cacophony of the cockpit. Indicators flashed over every monitor and window. This is going to suck. A lot.

      “You will not survive. Join us instead.”

      “I’d rather die.”

      Her world jarred when the drill rig impacted the much larger ship. Everything spun as she watched the glass canopy crack—a bloom of hairline fractures spidering in every direction.

      The drill rig tore along the armored hull of the Anderle, leaving a massive gouge in the ballistic plating, before grinding to a halt. Sparks and small fires exploded out of the exposed innards from the Anderle’s internal systems.

      Men wearing exosuits marched toward her. Jennifer’s drill rig lurched when the exosuits gripped the small ship. She felt a grinding vibration as they dragged her toward the force field. Atmosphere hissed, escaping from the compromised canopy glass.

      I’m in deep shit. Her lungs ached. She struggled for breath. The cold fingers of death squeezed the last remnants of air from her body. Her eyelids drooped.

      A familiar voice filled her mind, replacing the millions from earlier. “Sister. Do not fight. Give in. It only hurts for a little while. Then we can be a family again…”

      Her eyes widened. “Brett!” She gasped. Her eyes closed. Darkness overcame her.
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      Another routine mining mission. Another day to fight and run. Jennifer looked out of the canopy of her mining rig. Beside her small ship flew a full fighter escort. Five superiority fighters. Armed to the teeth.

      The radio crackled. “This is Flight Leader Simmons. Keep an eye out for Scav’Vul raiders. We need to mine as much fuel as possible.”

      Jennifer giggled into her headset. “Brett, you’re such a stick-in-the-mud. Everyone knows the drill.” Multiple pilots chuckled.

      “Cut the chatter, Simmons. Both of you,” barked Commander Tillman. “We’ve got a job to do. Expect company in less than ten mikes. Tillman out.”

      Jennifer went through the motions as usual. Something was off. Was it her? Was it the mission? She dismissed the thought. There was work to be done.

      For a moment, a feeling of hatred overwhelmed her. The hypergates opened all around them.

      “Abort mission! Screamers inbound!” yelled Commander Tillman.

      As she blasted away from the asteroid, something heavy hit her ship. She saw movement from the left side of her canopy. The most hideous thing she’d ever seen clawed its way to the canopy window.

      Jennifer screamed. She’d never seen a Scav’Vul Grunt up close before. They were a lot scarier when it wasn’t video footage.

      She juked and rolled. The Grunt wouldn’t let go. It pulled back a meaty fist. Its chest erupted in a spray of guts, showering the canopy. Brett’s fighter blew past her rig, lasers flaring.

      “You okay, sis?” She heard his voice in her mind.

      “Yeah. Just a little shaken. Be careful,” she thought.

      “Go. Get back to the ship.”

      She hesitated.

      “That’s an order. Get going. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Jennifer reengaged her engines and accelerated to full speed. The fighters and Screamers fought to the death. Brett’s ship was fast. He’d had it modified extensively. But even with all the upgrades, the Screamers were always just a little faster. A little more agile.

      She watched in horror as five Grunts jumped onto his ship. They ripped the canopy off. Her view was blocked by a meaty chest as a Grunt clawed its way toward her.

      The Grunt reared back and punched the canopy glass. Its fist surged forward with unbelievable speed. The five-centimeter-thick glass shattered, showering her with deadly shards.

      Before the pressurized atmosphere could escape, the Grunt clamped its monstrous hand over her face and ripped her from the harness. Pain tore through her being.
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      Jennifer bolted upright. Her eyes opened wide with terror. Shaking, she raised her hands to her temples and gripped her hair tight. A million voices argued for control.

      She let loose a guttural, primal scream. The windows exploded. The lights belched out a plume of sparks and flame. Then flickered and died. Glass rained down from the ceiling.

      The furniture nearest her was slammed back against the wall. People rushed to her side. She couldn’t hear them. The voices in her head were too loud.

      She felt a pinch at her neck. Her eyes closed. The voices grew quiet. All except for one.

      “Sister… Find me.”

      Brett...
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      The rhythmic beeping of a heart monitor brought her to her senses. She took a deep breath. The unmistakable antiseptic smell of a sterile hospital room filled her nostrils. She groaned. Hospitals were not her favorite place to be. Cautiously, she opened her eyes, squinting against the dim ceiling lights. Everything was still blurry.

      She felt eyes watching her. Someone was in the room. Fabric rustled as the person left the room.

      “Doctor Ferguson? The patient is waking up.”

      Jennifer blinked several times. The blurry shapes resolved into objects she could identify.

      “Thank you, that will be all,” said a woman as she walked into the room. She wore a white lab coat and glasses. Her dark blonde hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. She looked to be in her late thirties and had a brilliant smile that radiated friendliness.

      “Good morning, Miss Simmons. I’m Doctor Ferguson. How are you feeling today?”

      “Tired,” said Jennifer. Her stomach growled. “And hungry. How long was I out?”

      “That’s not really important right now,” dodged Dr. Ferguson. But Jennifer heard her thoughts. “Six days.”

      “Six days? Wow… No wonder I’m so hungry. “

      “But—”

      Jennifer frowned. “Yes. To answer your question, I can hear thoughts sometimes. So please don’t lie to me or try to patronize me. I’ll just be insulted. Now, what’s a girl gotta do to get some food around here?”

      A deep chuckle came from the door. “Welcome back to the world of the living, Simmons.”

      Jennifer turned toward the door. An older man with dark skin and a military cropped haircut leaned in the doorframe and smiled. His intelligent eyes took in everything. “Commander Tillman. What are you doing here?”

      Tillman strode into the room and took the empty chair. “Just checking up on one of my favorite miners. You doing okay?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Just really hungry. Hoping I can get out of here at some point, but the doctor wants to keep me longer.

      He turned to the doctor. “Doc?”

      Dr. Ferguson shook her head. “I hadn’t said that yet. The girl can read minds, apparently. But yes. My advice would be continued observation and treatment for hypoxia.

      “What about the other day? In the old room?” asked Tillman.

      The doctor shrugged. “Her gamma waves had spiked off the charts. They’re normal now.”

      “I was having a nightmare,” said Jennifer.

      “You remember?”

      Jennifer nodded. “I was dreaming about when my brother saved me and died. But instead of getting away, one of the Grunts got in my rig and ripped me out of the harness.”

      “And that caused the telekinetic backlash?”

      “I’m not sure. That’s never happened before.” Jennifer frowned. “At least, not that I remember.” Her eyes widened. She gasped. “What about the Anderle? The rig tore up the side plating pretty bad. I blacked out before I could see what happened.”

      Tillman grimaced. “The fuel you brought back made up for the damage. But yeah…the outer plating took a beating. Thirty-meter gouges running along the dorsal armor. Lucky for us, there aren’t a ton of important systems in that area. The repair crews patched it up after they put the fires out. I wouldn’t worry too much about it.”

      Jennifer nodded solemnly. “I’m still sorry… I should have been more careful.”

      “Nonsense. Your job is to get the fuel. By any means necessary. You did your duty. I’m just glad you survived.”

      “And my rig?”

      Tillman didn’t say anything.

      “Are you going to make me dig around in your head?”

      “No. I’d rather you didn’t.” He hesitated for a moment. “Your rig was destroyed. The mechanics salvaged what parts they could, but there wasn’t a lot left besides scrap steel.”

      “So that’s it then… I’m done flying.”

      “Simmons, the Anderle still needs you. Even without your rig—”

      Tears welled up at the corners of her eyes. They overflowed. Jennifer broke down. The lights dimmed momentarily, and the heart monitor shook on its mount. She took several deep, calming breaths, regaining her composure. The lights returned to normal, and the monitor stopped moving.

      “Sorry,” she said. “So…how can I be of any use without my rig?”

      Tillman smiled. “Simmons. You’re the best damned pilot in the fleet. Just so happens, we have a new bird we’re hoping to deploy. But can’t just have any flyboy take her out. Needs someone with lightning-fast reflexes. And maybe someone who can anticipate, or even read, what the enemy is going to do.” He arched an eyebrow at the last remark.

      Jennifer sat up in her bed. “A new prototype? When? How?”

      “Just something the eggheads have been cooking up for a while now. She’s ready. And she needs a pilot. Are you in?”

      She smiled. “I am. When do we start?”

      “Tomorrow. There’s a meeting in the briefing room. I expect you’ll make an appearance at fourteen hundred hours.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll be there.”
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      Jennifer walked into the briefing room. The multiple heated conversations came to an abrupt silence. All eyes turned to focus on her. She felt uncomfortable. Alone. On display. She was never a fan of being put on the spot. The thoughts of the gathered people bombarded her mind, overwhelming her.

      “They chose her?”

      “Is it time to eat yet? Wait, who’s this woman?”

      “Is this a joke? Why is SHE here?”

      “Whoa! She’s gorgeous! Who is she?”

      Jennifer closed her eyes. It took considerable effort, but she managed to silence the voices one by one. When she opened her eyes, her mind was still. Quiet. Peaceful.

      The old woman sitting at the head of the table turned to Commander Tillman and scowled. “Luis. Would you care to explain what this misfit is doing here?”

      Tillman stood tall and squared his shoulders. “Madame Chancellor. This is your candidate and test pilot for the Marauder project.”

      The chancellor scoffed. “This child? What makes her so special?”

      A portly man with a walrus mustache leaned forward. “Isn’t she the one who smashed her rig into the side of the ship? Causing all that damage we spent days repairing? You’re going to give her control of another ship?”

      “Excuse me?” Jennifer turned to the man. “Are you accusing me of intentionally damaging the Anderle?”

      “Why not? You’ve had one of them in close proximity before. Maybe they’re influencing you. Maybe they’re using you.”

      Jennifer glared. “You’re going to want to be very careful about what you’re accusing me of…”

      The man’s face reddened. “Are you threatening me? Are your puppet masters making you say that?”

      The lights dimmed. Cups of water on the table vibrated. General panic set into those in attendance. “You’re pushing my toleration for stupidity,” sneered Jennifer. She pushed her consciousness into his mind.

      I’m not making her upset enough. She must fail. She’s not qualified…

      Jennifer smiled. “You want me to get angry. Don’t you?” She relaxed her body, releasing the tension emanating into the environment. The lights returned to full brightness. “Does anyone else want to try to push my buttons?”

      Tillman smiled. “Good. But how’d you know?”

      “I listened to his thoughts.”

      Gasps echoed around the room.

      Tillman stood, grinning ear to ear. “And that,” he said, turning to the chancellor, “is exactly why she’s the most qualified for the Marauder project. She’ll be able to read her target’s reactions before they even know they’re going to make them.”

      The chancellor frowned. “Because she can see a few steps ahead? Read Brown’s body language? How does this—”

      “Steven. Mary. Susana. Oscar,” blurted Jennifer. “Your late husband and your three children.”

      “What about them? You could have retrieved that information from any terminal aboard this ship.”

      “Maybe. But no one knew Mary was pregnant. No one but you.”

      Tears formed at the edge of the woman’s eyes. She looked like she’d visibly aged in the last five minutes. “You’re all dismissed. Everyone except Simmons and Tillman. The rest of you, get out.”

      People left the room with purpose and the look of relief. The chancellor and Commander Tillman were left staring at the young pilot.

      “I’m sorry,” said Jennifer. “I didn’t mean to reopen that wound. But it was the only way…”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said with a wry smile.

      “So,” said Tillman. “Are you in approval?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “The council is in approval.” She turned to Jennifer. “Good luck to you, Ms. Simmons. Our fates will likely be in your hands.” The woman patted Jennifer on the shoulder and left the room.

      Jennifer chuckled. “My father’s advice finally makes sense.” Her voice echoed in the mostly vacant room.

      “What advice was that?” Tillman arched an eyebrow.

      “That I should avoid the military if anything strange ever happened to me. I’d say this qualifies.”

      Tillman laughed. “That makes sense. We knew Darren’s genes were modified by the Scav’Vul during his captivity. We had no idea he’d pass some of those changes on to his children. Doc Ferguson thinks your near-death experience may have unlocked some of those modifications.”

      “So… What now?”

      “Well, with Madame Chancellor’s approval, you just got a new ship. Why don’t we go check it out?”

      “Yeah, I’d like that.”
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      The doors hissed and groaned open. All manner of technical equipment lined the walls of the makeshift construction bay. The center of the room was barren.

      Tillman grinned. “Simmons, you ever been in this section of the ship?”

      “Not that I can remember.” She looked around. “Where’s the Marauder?”

      “We moved it to the main hangar deck. Come stand with me.”

      She did as asked. He pressed a few buttons on a console, and the floor jerked. Then it began to rise. The ceiling split, retracting into hidden spaces.

      She watched in amazement and took in the ship from landing gear to lower hull. “I’ve never seen a ship like this before.”

      A man approached, grinning. “That’s because there’s never been a ship like this before.” He extended a hand. “Vincent Drake.” He said his name as if she should recognize it. “I’m the engineer who designed the ship.”

      She recognized his face. “You were in the briefing room earlier today.”

      “Uh, yes.” His face reddened. “Sorry, I hadn’t realized that you could read minds.”

      Jennifer smiled. “If it helps any, you were the only person in the room to think anything nice of me.”

      Vincent blushed even more.

      Tillman raised an eyebrow. “Anything I should be concerned about?”

      “Nope,” replied Jennifer and Vincent in unison.

      “Good. Now. If we’re done with whatever this is, can we show the lady her new ship?”

      “Oh. Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” He turned to Jennifer. “Please, this way.” He led her in a circle around the ship, describing various changes compared to the run-of-the-mill superiority fighters they’d employed. She paid little attention to his ramblings, instead focusing on the body of the ship.

      Its sleek lines and seams curved and merged as if molded from a solid piece of metal. But she could see where the various edges met. Rivets and bolts lined the seams. It was a beautiful design. Brett…you’d have loved this ship. She smiled. They reached the back, where an open entry hatch awaited.

      “And this,” said Vincent, “is where we board.”

      Jennifer frowned, rolling her eyes. “You do realize I’ve been piloting ships since I was a kid, right?”

      “Oh, right. Pilot. Sorry,” he mumbled, looking at his feet. “I’m used to explaining things to politicians… Of course, you know what an entry hatch is.”

      “It’s okay. She’s a lot bigger than your standard superiority fighter. How fast is she?”

      “Compared to your rig? Probably twenty times faster. Maybe a bit more if you push the engines hard.”

      Jennifer whistled appreciatively. “That’s impressive. Brett’s fighter was a prototype. It was only two or three times faster than my rig.”

      “It’s considerably more maneuverable as well,” said Vincent. “Proton pulse cannons in the nose. Bet your brother’s ship didn’t have those.”

      “I’ve never even heard of those. What are they?”

      Vincent beamed. “A little something I cooked up. Basically, it takes an atom and smashes it with a neutron. The freed protons run rampant and cascade in a nuclear reaction. I’m sure you can guess the rest.”

      “Nuclear reaction? From a pulse cannon? How does that work?”

      Vincent was clearly taken aback. “Uh. The reaction happens in the emitter assembly. The nuclear pulse is trapped in the reaction chamber and released as a bolt of energy.” He shook his head, grinning. “I have to ask. Did you come up with that question on your own? Or did you read my mind again?”

      “A little bit of both.” She smiled. “Keep your pants on, Vincent. Even mental ones…”

      Vincent’s face flushed a deep red.

      Jennifer walked past him, giggling. “What about the engines? Won’t the Scav’Vul just track the emissions like the rest of our ships?”

      Vincent rushed to keep pace with her while she explored the ship. “No. They’ll never see us coming. Nor will they know which way we went. We aren’t using the ore from the asteroids to fuel this baby.”

      The door to the cockpit slid open as they approached. “Two questions. First off, what fuel source is it using? Second, what do you mean by us?” She looked around her. Twin flight seats took up a good portion of the deck. A third seat, likely for a science station, sat to the side. The seats were surrounded by consoles. The cockpit was cramped. Functional.

      “Well, the ship’s using a direct-vented fusion drive, unlike your rig’s plasma engines.” Jennifer’s eyes widened in understanding. “We’ve been able to get one working. Nothing we can mass produce yet, but there’s hope for that in the future. And as for us, well, I’m your copilot. Also, you’ll need me if anything goes wrong with the ship.”

      “I...see.” She frowned. “I wasn’t aware I’d have company.”

      “It isn’t up for debate. Either you both go, or I find myself another pilot.” Tillman leaned in the corridor, scowling. “Is that going to be an issue?”

      “No, sir,” said Jennifer. “When’s the test flight?”

      “Right now. Buckle in, ladies.” He pressed a button on the console. “This is Commander Tillman on the Marauder. We’re taking the ship out for its maiden run.”

      “Acknowledged, sir. Good luck. Tower out.” Outside the canopy, red lights flashed. Workers ran to and fro, clearing the deck of equipment and personnel.

      Jennifer hopped in the seat and strapped on the restraints. Designed for ease of operation and adaptability, the controls were similar on most of the ships. The main differences from her rig were the weapons control system, hypergate controls, and a very comfortable flight seat.

      “This thing has a hypergate drive?”

      “Yup!” said Vincent proudly. “It won’t get the same range as the Anderle, but it’ll outrun anything the Scav’Vul have that isn’t a carrier.”

      “Enough chit-chat, ladies. Let’s get this bird in the air,” grumbled Tillman. The outer doors opened. Stars streaked by.

      “We’re launching at lightspeed?”

      “There a problem with that?”

      “No, sir, I’ve just never done it before.”

      “It’s a piece of cake, Simmons. Just fly out the force field, and the computer will do the rest. Now, get the lead out.”

      Jennifer swallowed hard and grasped the controls. The ship lifted off the flight deck with ease. She guided it out of the force field and through the hypergate tunnel wall. She gasped as the ship shook violently. As promised, the computer calculated the appropriate trajectory, and a new hypergate tunnel formed around them.

      “This is definitely a new concept for me. I didn’t even know it was possible.”

      “It wasn’t,” said Vincent. “Not until a few months ago. We’re working on being able to dock within a hypergate tunnel as well, but we haven’t figured out the math. Yet. For now, we’ll just have to rendezvous the old-fashioned way.”

      Tillman chuckled. “That’ll give us a major strategic advantage. Imagine it. We would be able to fly by and pick up the smaller ships as the Scav’Vul arrived. If they even detected them at all.”

      Jennifer smiled. “That’d be something all right.” She checked the preset coordinates on the hypergate system. “So, where are we going anyhow?”

      “Outskirts of a Scav’Vul mining operation,” said Tillman. “Recon only. With any luck, we’ll be in and out in no time.”

      “I take it the weapons are live?”

      “We’re hoping we won’t need them, but yes. And deadly force is authorized, if needed.” The console beeped. “Looks like it’s time. Get your game faces on, ladies. It’s showtime.”

      The end of the tunnel appeared a moment later. A bright flash. Then an asteroid field was laid out before the small crew. Scav’Vul mining ships zoomed to and fro, ferrying fuel.

      “Holy shit!” exclaimed Jennifer. “We’re too close. They’re going to see us for sure.”

      “Relax,” said Tillman. “The eggheads have tested the engines before.”

      “I thought you said this was her maiden flight?”

      “I lied. It’s your maiden flight. The ship’s ready for anything. The test flight is just to get you acquainted with the ship.”

      Jennifer looked around at the many alien ships going about their tasks. “How much time do we have before we need to meet the Anderle?”

      “They’ll meet us at the rendezvous coordinates in about six hours. Why?”

      “Well, we have live weapons, the element of surprise, and willing targets. We could wipe out their mining opera—”

      “Absolutely not. Out of the question.” Tillman scowled. “It isn’t that I don’t want to. But we have orders not to engage unless threatened.”

      A voice echoed in her mind. “Hypergate detected. Investigating…”

      “Well,” she said. “They detected our hypergate. They’re sending ships to investigate.” She fired the engines and moved the ship closer to one of the larger asteroids.

      “Are you sure?” whispered Tillman.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Why are you whispering?”

      Tillman shrugged. “I don’t know. I was being hopeful.”

      Five Screamers zoomed past them. They met at the arrival coordinates then fanned out.

      “They’re starting a systematic sweep of the area,” said Jennifer. “It won’t be long until they find us.” She looked at Tillman for approval.

      He sighed. “Fine. Engage at will. Just try to get us back in one piece.”

      “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” muttered Vincent.

      “Can it, egghead. You’ll distract our pilot. In fact, pay attention. You might learn a thing or two.”

      “Uh, yes, sir.”

      The first Screamer came into range. Jennifer released the weapons lockout and pulled the trigger on the control yoke. Nothing happened. She pulled it several more times. A beep sounded each time she did.

      “What the hell? Why won’t it fire?”

      “You gotta let it charge,” grumbled Vincent. He pressed a few buttons on his console, and a progress bar began to fill up. A whine from somewhere within the bowels of the ship built upon itself.

      “Great.” Jennifer sighed. “Just great. Had this been a life-and-death situation, we’d be dead.” A Screamer dropped down just outside their canopy. “Oh, look. You see that?” She pointed out the window. “Now it is.”

      “What? How’s it my fault?” asked Vincent.

      A high-pitched tone came from the console. She pulled the trigger. Twin bolts of pure red energy lanced out from the nose of the ship. The Screamer was cut in half. The two pieces exploded. Blue and purple flames shot out in all directions.

      The other four Screamers quickly arrived to investigate. Lances of red energy shot out from the gaseous explosion. Jennifer made quick work of her targets.

      “I like the cannons, but the charge bar has to go.” She pulled the ship out into the open. “Time to see what this thing can do. Hope you guys ate a light lunch.”

      “What? Why?” blabbered Vincent.

      “Shut up and hang on,” barked Tillman.

      Jennifer increased the throttle to full. The ship lurched forward.

      Tillman grunted as the ship pressed him deeper into the cushy flight seat.

      Vincent yelped in surprise and closed his eyes tight. His knuckles turned white from his grip on the console.

      She pulled back and dropped the ship into a tight corkscrew. Outside the canopy, asteroids, ships, and stars blew by sideways. The asteroid in front of them grew larger by the second. And the ship was still accelerating.

      “Oh my God!” screamed Vincent. “We’re going to die! We’re dead! We’re so dead!”

      “I think I just realized something,” yelled Tillman over the roar of the engines.

      “What’s that?” hollered Jennifer.

      “I’m getting too old for this shit!”

      Jennifer laughed. “The high-G maneuvers? Or babysitting the crybaby?”

      “Both!”

      She opened fire on a row of fuel storage containers that were neatly stacked and awaiting pickup. The ore went critical and exploded as the Marauder zoomed past. Glowing azure cracks formed all around the asteroid as the ore trapped within began to ignite.

      The explosion engulfed half of the mining ships before it began to subside. Hypergates opened nearby.

      “Holy shit!” blurted Vincent.

      “It’s time to go,” said Tillman.

      “Yeah, I think you’re right. Vincent?”

      “Oh—uh—on it.” His fingers flew furiously over the controls. A hypergate of their own unfurled in front of them. In an instant, they were halfway across the sector, en route to meet up with the larger ship.

      Commander Tillman barked a short laugh. Vincent jumped. “Well, that was a hell of a test, Simmons. Good flying.”

      “Thanks. I do have some suggestions to help improve the design.”

      “Suggestions?” quipped Vincent. “Like what?”

      Tillman leaned forward, resting his chin on steepled fingers. “Go on?”

      “The charge time on the cannons. It either needs to be reduced dramatically or there needs to be an option to fire it at a lower setting or recharge it. I mean, it’s nuclear, right? That reaction would happen at the speed of light. So why wait to fire?”

      “Are you in my head again?” asked Vincent, concerned.

      “No, not this time. Your dirty thoughts are safe, don’t worry.”

      Vincent slouched in his seat, relaxing. “Oh, thank God. I mean, uh—”

      “It’s fine. Anyway, the ship needs secondary weapons. Also some sort of warhead delivery system.”

      “That’s a lot of extra weight. How would we make that work?”

      Jennifer frowned. “Hell if I know. I’m just a pilot. I could snoop around in that big brain of yours if you want me to.” She grinned.

      “No, thanks.” Vincent looked quite nervous.

      Tillman grunted. “Shame we can’t use the particle beam weapons off of the bombers.”

      Vincent’s face lit up. “Why not? The design is simple enough. Just need to scale it down by a factor of fifty.”

      Jennifer looked at the commander and arched an eyebrow. “Is that even possible?”

      He shrugged. “Hell if I know. I’m just a fleet commander.”

      “Of course, it’s possible,” spat Vincent. “The trick is getting our hands on focal crystals small enough to do the trick.”

      “What about the lenses for the mining lasers? They handle pretty big loads all day long.”

      Vincent nodded. “Yeah, that might work. We’re going to need, say…four of them. And you’ll only get one concentrated beam. But it should pack a punch.”

      An indicator on the control console flashed. The hypergate tunnel collapsed around them. In front of them, the Anderle floated, serene against a blue and green nebula.

      Commander Tillman grinned. “Damn, that’s a sight I never get tired of seeing.”

      “The nebula?” asked Vincent.

      “No. The ship.” He pointed out the window. “Don’t you ever get excited seeing it?”

      Vincent hesitated. “It’s…a ship? No? I don’t know.”

      Tillman shook his head. “Damn kids… Should learn to appreciate the things you have.”

      Jennifer laughed. “So, what’s the plan, sir?”

      “Let’s get the Marauder back in the cradle. Then Vincent and the other eggheads can do their magic. You’ll probably want to rest some more. The doc seemed pretty intent on holding onto you for a while longer.”

      “Lovely…”

      “You don’t like the infirmary?”

      “Not a fan of the smell.” She wrinkled her nose. “Bad memories as a kid. So, I have a few days to kill then. Okay, I’ll check in with Doctor Ferguson, but I’ll probably relax a bit on my own. It’s rough being around too many people for too long.”

      “Too many voices?”

      Jennifer nodded.

      “All right, fair enough.” Tillman pressed a button on the console. “This is Commander Tillman. Marauder requesting docking clearance.”

      “Go ahead, Marauder, you’re clear to land.”

      “Jennifer?”

      “On it, sir.” She guided the ship into the docking bay and touched down on the platform as if she’d been flying the ship her entire life. She turned to Vincent. “I like the way she handles. You guys did an amazing job on the attitude control. Just get the weapons sorted out, and I think she’ll be perfect.”

      “Thanks,” said Vincent. “We’ll get on that right away. Shouldn’t be more than two or three days.”

      “All right, I’ll see you guys in a few days.”

      “Sounds good. It was nice meeting you.”

      “Likewise.” Jennifer turned to walk down the corridor.

      “Simmons,” called Tillman.

      “Sir?”

      “Great flying, kid. You did good.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She left the ship, heading back toward the infirmary.
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      It took three days longer than Vincent had said it would. The briefing room was packed beyond capacity. It was hot. Humid. Stuffy. Fifty different bodies. Fifty different voices chattering away inside Jennifer’s head. She focused on her breathing. It helped. Barely.

      Commander Tillman stood at the briefing table. His flight plan for the upcoming mission was projected upon the wall. “All right! Quiet down!” bellowed Commander Tillman.

      With everyone’s attention focused on the commander, the voices, both spoken and in Jennifer’s head, began to subside.

      “As you all know, the Anderle’s fuel supply is running dangerously low. It’s time to make a stop and fill up the ship.”

      Jennifer’s attention wavered. She closed her eyes in an attempt to focus. When she opened them, the room was gone. Blackness stretched in every direction. Footsteps echoed in the distance. The staccato clapping of leather on steel stopped just behind her. She turned. A man, perhaps in his mid-twenties, stood before her. His smile was warm. Kind. His shoulder-length black hair hung loose, framing his handsome face.

      “Sister. It’s been too long.”

      “Brett…”

      “You mustn’t go on this mission. It’s dangerous.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      Brett frowned. “I know. I had to try. Please…survive. I must go now.”

      “Simmons!” barked Tillman.

      She blinked.

      “Are you still with us?”

      “Uh, yes, sir. Sorry. Too many voices at once.”

      Tillman continued his briefing. “As I was saying, Simmons will be running patrol while the rest of the squadron defends the rigs. She’ll take care of any stragglers trying to escape, as well as anyone who gets any bright ideas and tries to sneak around the squadron.”

      One of the squadron pilots raised his hand.

      Tillman nodded to him.

      “Why’s she on patrol? What’s so special about her ship?”

      “That’s still classified. Just do your job. All you need to know is that she’s got your back.”

      “But, sir, she’s just a rig pilot—”

      “Can it, son. Those rig pilots are just as important as you fighter jockeys. Maybe more so.” Several people around the room nodded in agreement. “Simmons will arrive first and scout the area. Then the Anderle will drop in and deploy the fighters and rigs. This isn’t going to be a cakewalk. The Scav’Vul will show up. We need to buy the rigs as much time as possible. The fighter squadron will cover the rigs’ retreat. Then we’ll gate out while Simmons finishes up. She’ll rendezvous with us at the next coordinates.”

      There was a collective gasp.

      Her ship has a hypergate drive?

      Who the hell is she?

      Why’s she get a special ship? It’s not like she earned it.

      Jennifer focused on the commander. She tried to keep her attention on his words. Gradually, she pulled her thoughts away from the voices in her mind. This shit’s getting really old.

      “You all have your orders. Get to your ships and be ready for launch. Mission start is in two hours. Dismissed.”

      Muttering filled the room as everyone departed.

      Jennifer stayed behind and approached Tillman. “They know we’re coming,” she said.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah. Brett tried to convince me to stay behind.”

      Tillman froze. “So that’s where your head was.”

      “He connected with my mind somehow. I’m not sure exactly how. But it was definitely two-way.”

      “Do you think he’s nearby?”

      Jennifer shook her head. “No. I don’t think they know where we are. At least not yet. But it’s only a matter of time.”

      “It is what it is. Let’s just hope our hand is better than theirs. Are you ready?”

      “Whenever you are, sir.”

      “I’m not coming with you. You’re running your own OP, Simmons. I’ve got a mission to run.”

      “Sir?”

      “It’s no different than when you were flying the rig. You get to make your own judgment calls. Don’t worry, Vincent will be with you.”

      Jennifer gave him a wry smile. “That’s…comforting.”

      Tillman laughed. “Good luck, Simmons. Go get your ship ready. Two hours will fly by.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      “Vincent, are you ready?”

      “If I say no, will you think any less of me?”

      Jennifer laughed. “No, actually, I’ll admit this mission is crazy. I’m not so sure I want to go myself. But we have a job to do. How’d the upgrades come out?”

      Vincent beamed. “The proton emitters are ready almost instantly now. As soon as you release the weapons lockout, they’ll start charging. We also added a single beam cannon emitter as well as a single warhead launcher. You only get two missiles, however. There weren’t any mount points left capable of carrying any more weapons.”

      “Wow, so the extra time was definitely worth it.”

      “Yeah, it was. But still, sorry to keep you waiting. We also added a few minor upgrades to the computer system. Now, we can broadcast a message farther. Should help out to signal the others to arrive.”

      “Sounds good. All that should make life a lot easier.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot. We also added one of those fusion net launchers.”

      “What for?”

      Vincent shrugged. “Never know when it might come in handy.”

      The console beeped. “Simmons, Drake, are you two ready?” asked Commander Tillman.

      “As ready as we’re going to be,” said Jennifer.

      “All right. You’re clear to launch. We’ll wait for your all clear before we move in. Tillman out.”
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      The hypergate snapped shut behind them. In front, a field of asteroids floated, waiting to be harvested.

      “I’m not picking anything up on the scanners,” said Vincent. “It looks clear.”

      “Go ahead and signal the fleet. It’s now or never.”

      Minutes later, the massive flagship exited its hypergate tunnel.

      “This is Commander Tillman. All rigs, deploy. Fighter squadrons, keep your eyes peeled. Let’s move!”

      Rigs and starfighters swarmed out of the flagship’s docking bay en route to the asteroids. Jennifer zoomed past the squadrons. She banked off to the side to swing a long, lazy arc around the outer perimeter of the mining area.

      The rigs were on their way back for their second run when the first hypergate bloomed.

      “Sir,” said Jennifer. “I’ve spotted the first scout. Engaging bogey.”

      “Acknowledged. Giving the evac order now. Be ready to have your hands full.”

      She accelerated the ship to full speed and beat the squadrons to the Scav’Vul scout. It deployed countermeasures and fired its engines in an attempt to escape.

      “Time to try this new beam cannon of yours.” The beam shot out, thin as a wire. It passed through its target and kept going. She was about to make a comment regarding her disappointment. The beam widened. It engulfed the scout, as well as the countermeasures. She grinned.

      “You were about to say something, weren’t you?”

      Jennifer laughed. “Are you reading minds now?”

      “No. But it seemed like you wanted to. Body language.”

      “Oh. Sorry. Yeah, I was worried at first. But it worked great!”

      “Sister…run.”

      She hit the comms button. “Commander Tillman, they’re here!”

      Twenty hypergates flourished at once. Twenty carriers appeared, spewing Screamers. Thousands of ships entered the fray. Thousands of voices descended on her mind. She couldn’t make out any particular voice in the cacophony.

      Her mind was utter chaos. “Vincent. I can’t block them out. There’s too many voices at once.”

      He put his hand on her shoulder. “Focus on my voice. Try to tune them out.”

      Closing her eyes, she felt the hum of the ship below her. All around her. Vincent’s calming presence next to her. The warmth of his hand on her shoulder. When she opened her eyes, all was quiet. She smiled. “Thanks. Let’s get this done.”

      “You’re welcome.” He grinned, squeezed her shoulder once, and returned to his console. “Looks like they’re going for the rigs first, as usual.” He hit the transmit button. “Anderle actual, this is Marauder, enemy is targeting mining op. Engage at will.”

      “Marauder, Anderle actual. Engaging enemy targets.”

      Golden beams of energy slowly wove their way across the battlefield and swallowed hundreds of Screamers. The fighter squadrons zoomed in to finish off any stragglers missed by the twin beam cannons. Half of the Screamer wings broke off from the rigs and engaged the fighter squadrons. The other half headed for the flagship.

      Jennifer guided her ship toward the rigs, picking off targets as they came into range. The rigs were already lifting off, preparing to head back. The Screamers mostly ignored them. Those that didn’t met with destiny, as they were cut to shreds.

      “We’re almost done with the second run,” said Vincent. “This is the most fuel we’ve ever retrieved at one time.”

      “Yeah, but they don’t care about the rigs anymore. They’re after the flagship. Even with those beam cannons, there’s just too many of them. We need to buy them some time somehow.”

      “Any brilliant ideas?” asked Vincent. “Because I’m all out.”

      Jennifer thought for a moment. “The missiles. What kind of warheads did you load on them?”

      “Both nuclear,” he said. “One of them is laced with ore from the asteroids.”

      Jennifer arched an eyebrow. “What’ll that do?”

      “Well, in theory, it should double the yield of the blast. Or nullify it entirely. Fifty-fifty shot.”

      “That’s why you only loaded it on one of them?”

      Vincent nodded. “If there’s a chance to make it a dud, I’d rather have one that’ll work for sure.” He looked at her quizzically. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Well, there’s too many of them to count. And no matter how many we take out, they just keep coming. They don’t feel at all threatened. I figure we’ll give them something to worry about…” Jennifer closed her eyes and reached out with her mind. “Brett. Brother. I hope you’re not on that carrier. I’m going to annihilate it. I’m going to take them all out.”

      “Sister. Do not be a fool. Run while you can.”

      Vincent tensed. “Uh. Whatever you did, I think it’s working. Three hundred Screamers just broke off from their attack on the flagship. They’re heading straight for us at max speed.”

      “I threatened to take out all the carriers.”

      “Telepathically? You can do that?”

      “Apparently.” She lined up the ship with the nearest Scav’Vul carrier and accelerated to full speed. “Let’s see what they think about this.” The missile lock-on tone beeped then went solid. She fired the first nuke. The missile streaked out ahead of the ship and slammed into the side of the carrier. She turned the ship toward the next one and repeated the same maneuver. “As soon as we’re at minimum safe distance, detonate the first warhead.”

      “You got it.”

      She blasted away from the two carriers.

      “Detonating warhead one.” Vincent pressed a button on the console.

      A brilliant ball of energy from behind them cast their shadow in front of the cockpit. The shockwave, even at this distance, rocked the ship. In her mind, thousands of voices screamed out in pain. She just managed to ignore them. She had a ship to fly. “How much farther until we’re out of range of the second blast?”

      “If all works well you mean? About ten seconds.”

      “Brother… That was the small missile. This one will be much bigger.”

      “You mustn’t. You will anger the hive mind.”

      “Good. Give the hive mind a message for me. Tell it I said to go to hell.” He didn’t respond. She frowned. “Vincent. Detonate the second warhead.”

      “Detonating.” Nothing happened. Alarms sounded. “Sensors are detecting a quantum disturbance at the blast point. The reaction is unstable.”

      “What’s that mean, Vincent?”

      “It means go faster!”

      She unclasped the lockout on the throttle lever and pushed it well into the red area marked Danger. “Remember, you gave me permission.” The Marauder lurched as it accelerated. Ahead of them, the Scav’Vul Screamer fleet opened fire. She dodged and juked and spun. They stopped firing, making a beeline for the carrier.

      Jennifer and Vincent watched the aft camera feed. Tendrils of purple energy erupted from the warhead. They arced around and through the hull, tearing the ship to chunks. A brilliant glowing ball of plasma exploded from the central mass of the carrier. The shockwave annihilated the wing of Screamers. The Marauder rocked from the impact, but Jennifer maintained control.

      A lone Scav’Vul Screamer accelerated and headed straight for the Marauder. “We will have you. Or we will destroy you.”

      “I’d rather die. Can you say the same?” Jennifer lined up with the Screamer. She pushed the engines to one hundred ten percent.

      “We shall see.”

      “Are you crazy?!” screamed Vincent. “I said push it, not max it out!”

      “Shut up and hang on!”

      Faster and faster, the two ships closed the distance. The battlefield seemed to still in anticipation. The proximity warning alarm blared. Vincent screamed. The ship shook.

      At the last moment, Jennifer juked the ship to the right, spinning around its central axis. The ships passed, belly to belly, with an audible scrape. She deployed the net launcher just as the engines cleared.

      The net tore through the other ship, ripping the cockpit clean off the hull. “No! You are an inferior being!”

      “Shut up, and stay the hell out of my thoughts, or I’ll destroy you.” The thing went silent. She looked over at Vincent. He gripped the console; his face had drained of color. “You okay?”

      He nodded. He checked the aft camera. “You—You caught one!”

      On the screen, she saw the hideous beast within the canopy. The tendrils of energy held it firm. “Wasn’t the plan, but I’ll take it.” She opened the comms once again. “Commander Tillman, we’ve got a present for you. Have someone meet me outside the docking bay to pick it up.”

      “What?”

      “Simmons out.”

      She watched as the last of the rigs boarded the Anderle. She pulled up alongside them and dropped her cargo on the exterior flight deck. The work crews exited the shield in their exosuits. When they noticed what she’d brought them, they hesitated.

      “C’mon, boys, I don’t have all day,” she transmitted. “People to save and whatnot…”

      The crew moved forward and took the net. She blasted off back toward the fight. The squadrons were holding their own, but their job was done. She lined up eight Screamers in a row and let loose with the beam cannon, relieving six fighters.

      “Get back to the ship! It’s time to go!” The squadron broke off. More Screamers followed. She easily accelerated past them then spun around and let loose with the proton bolts. Screamers died by the score.

      Jennifer watched as the last of the ships docked with the flagship and it gated out. “Everyone’s clear. Let’s get out of here before more of them show up.”

      “Yeah, that’s probably a great idea. A zillion Screamers, a carrier and a half, and the Anderle got away? Yeah, I’d say you’ve pissed them off plenty for one day.”

      The hypergate opened. Jennifer dodged blasts of laser fire and guided the Marauder into the gate. The ship shuddered as they passed into the event horizon. Stars streaked to lines, and the gate snapped shut.

      “What was that?” asked Vincent.

      “I have no clue. You’re the engineer and copilot. You tell me?” The lights flickered momentarily. “Vincent?”

      “I’m checking, I’m checking, hang on.” He pounded away furiously at the control panel. After several moments, he frowned. “I think the ship took a hit right as we went into the hypergate.”

      “How bad?”

      “Well…” He hesitated. “They scored a lucky shot on the aft armor plating. A panel is missing. Shrapnel from the panel lodged itself into some power control relays.”

      “English. Or do I need to read your mind to get a straight answer?”

      He frowned. “No. The short of it is that main power is going to shut off any second when the breakers overheat.” The lights went out. Vincent sighed. “I would take a deep breath if I were you…”

      The inertial compensators shut down. The elongated streaks of stars shrunk to pinpricks. Everything spun. There wasn’t time to be sick. Only to hold on as the ship careened end over end, slowing from beyond the speed of light.
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      Jennifer’s eyes opened to the sight of flashing red lights. The control consoles were the only other source of illumination in the cabin. Alarms rang. The air was hot. Humid. Next to her, Vincent was just coming to.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      Vincent groaned. “Fine. Glad I skipped breakfast. You?”

      Jennifer took stock of her surroundings. She was missing something vital. But what? Life support! “Vincent. How long have we been out for?”

      He checked the readout. “It looks like we dropped from the hypergate about six hours ago.”

      “What about life support?”

      “Yeah, about that… What we have left in the ship is all we’ve got.”

      “Great. Just the way I wanted to die.”

      “We aren’t going to die, Simmons. We just need to hold out until rescue arrives.”

      “You do realize that we’re adrift in space with no life support, right? No one is coming to rescue us because no one knows where we are.”

      “Then I’ll just have to fix it.”

      “Well? How do you plan on doing that?”

      “Using a laser and shit.”

      “And shit?”

      “Yes, that part’s important. It doesn’t work without the shit.”

      “What shit?”

      “Oh. Science stuff. Don’t worry about it,” he said absentmindedly as he twisted a pair of wires together.

      Jennifer frowned. She hated being patronized. She reached out to Vincent’s mind. She recoiled as hundreds of mathematical formulae bombarded her consciousness.

      Vincent smirked. “You tried to read my thoughts, didn’t you?” He laughed.

      “You know… You’re pretty dumb. For an engineer.”

      “And you’re pretty cute. For a pilot.”

      They stared daggers at each other for several moments. A light on the control panel lit up. An alarm chimed.

      “Oh, look, saved by the blinky light.”

      Vincent laughed. “Hardly saved. That was the fusion core powering down.”

      “So, talk to me. What are you doing?”

      He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I’m trying to bypass the breakers that are shorted out. The short is on the main power trunk, but there are other links. I should be able to restore battery power to the computer. Then I can use it to bypass the short and reroute power around the damaged breakers.” He scratched his chin absentmindedly. “We won’t be able to survive another battle, but I might be able to get life support, attitude control, and the hypergate drive working again.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Not really. Just hang out and keep me company.”

      She frowned at him. “It’s not like I could go anywhere if I wanted to.”

      “If you wanted to? Does that mean you don’t?”

      “I refuse to answer that.”

      He smiled. “You know, that’s not fair. I can’t read your mind.”

      “I guess you’ll just have to guess.”

      Vincent connected a ribbon cable from the console to the far side of the room. The panel lit up. Cold air hissed from the vents. He grinned. “Well, at least we won’t suffocate.”

      She smiled and took a deep breath. “I’ve got to admit you’re pretty good at what you do.”

      “Speak for yourself. I’ve never seen piloting skills like yours.” He paused, a contemplative look crossing his face.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “On our first flight, Tillman asked if I was excited seeing the ship. What did he mean?”

      “I think he was talking about being home. My dad always used to say that there’s no place like home. Earlier, when I saw the Anderle floating in front of the nebula like that… Now, I know what he meant. It was beautiful. It felt right.”

      “You miss it that much?”

      “Yeah. It’s the only place I’ve ever felt safe.”

      Vincent nodded. He pressed a button on the console, and a brilliant blue burst of energy exploded in front of the ship, flourishing into a hypergate. “That settles it then. Let’s go home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Author Jeremy Fabiano

      Jeremy Fabiano is an emerging author of several exciting genres which include: LitRPG, Fantasy, Science Fiction, and Post-Apocalyptic. He read his first fantasy book at fourteen years of age: An old ratty copy of "The Hobbit." Tolkien forever dominated his imagination as he fell prey to almost every RPG game he could find. This paved the way to countless forays into all manner of games, and eventually creating his own levels with unique storylines. He has since published six books with many more on the way.

      https://facebook.com/jeremyFabianoAuthor

      http://www.jeremyfabianoauthor.com/newsletter.html

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            VI

          

          
            Stockade: By John Hindmarsh

          

        

      

    

    
      Colonel Allyil, arrested by military agents, pilots his way to survive the storm of his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stockade

          

        

      

    

    
      Colonel Foster Allyil adjusted the flow of gas to his small welding torch and carefully moved the blue flame back and forth across a small patch of metal foil covering part of his lower right shin. The foil, copper in color, wrinkled slightly with the heat. He moved the flame to a corner of the patch and applied more heat. The corner lifted and began to curl. He extinguished the flame and set the torch down on his workbench.

      He used a pair of narrow-nosed pliers to grasp the raised corner and, while the patch was still hot, applied an even pressure as he tugged. The metal foil eased away from his shin, exposing the section he wanted to access. He lifted his lower leg closer, resting the heel on his workbench, and waited for the main structure to cool. Foster turned the leg around to get the best light and sighed as he inspected the uncovered hole. The medic’s repair, he concluded, had been inadequate, probably because he and Foster were under fire at the time.

      He decided to add small metal support strips to provide strength and fully support a replacement protective outer pseudo-epidermic layer. Although it would be fiddly to do, it was preferable to stripping down the entire leg section and rebuilding it. His immediate problem—the supplies he required were in the basement and he was in the front room, overlooking the main road into his property.

      Oh, well, he thought, best to get it done now.

      Foster used a crutch for support as he struggled to the basement stairs and almost stumbled as he descended to the halfway landing. He was out of practice. He had his leg in one hand and was manipulating the crutch with the other. He fumbled with the lock, mis-keying the password twice. He focused. This time, his input brought up a series of questions, which, in theory, only he would be able to answer. Some, in his opinion, were ridiculous. He ignored the minor fact that he had created both the questions and the answers. At last, the door slid back into its recess, a single light switched on, and he descended the remaining stairs.

      He had built this basement, and the two below it, to withstand almost any attack—except, perhaps, nuclear—and it ran the entire length of the house with hidden exits off to each side. The basement structure was not discernible from outside the house without an original floor plan. Fortunately, none such existed, despite the requests of the GalFed commander of Fort Elsinore.

      To his surprise, GalFed bureaucrats had adopted his suggestion for the name of the planet. Elsinore, he thought, had a certain cachet. His home, the first building on the planet, was almost as solid as a castle and often was referred to as such by some of the five thousand non-Elsinorean residents plus members of the local GalFed military base. He, Colonel Foster Allyil, supposedly retired, was Elsinore’s ruler, appointed somewhat unexpectedly and unanimously by the Elsinoreans.

      The intruder alarm interrupted his introspective mood and he cursed. GalFed personnel were required to give advance notice if they intended to visit. He stumbled back up the stairs still carrying his leg and fumbling with his crutch, closing and locking the basement door on the way. He pulled down a section of wall from its hidden recess to cover the stairwell; intruders would not readily identify the access point.

      He reached his front room, dropped his crutch, and placed his leg on the workbench. From here he could see the road leading to his house. Nothing. He said, “Albert, why is the intruder alarm making so much noise?”

      The AI replied, “There’s a GalFed transport—one of the fort’s XLs—overhead. They’re intending to land.” A radar unit, situated off to one side, lit up, its display supporting the AI’s reply.

      Odd, Foster thought. Fort soldiers normally used one of their halftracks and, as agreed, gave notice of a pending visit. “Give me voice.”

      “You’ve got it.”

      “Ambassador Allyil to GalFed XL300—sod off.”

      “Colonel, this is Smithy. I’ve been instructed to land. They have a warrant…”

      Smithy was a hotshot pilot and a frequent visitor to Foster’s castle. “Tell whoever’s with you they’re in breach of Elsinore’s constitution and primary laws. Get off my grass.”

      Another voice cut in. “I’m Senior Military Intelligence Agent Radoski. I have a warrant issued by the Joint Military Command for your arrest. I outrank the local commander—who, by the way, isn’t here—and the pilot of this aircraft. We’re landing. I have my team with me, and we’re duly authorized to carry out your arrest.”

      JMCs were decentralized Joint Military Command centers, introduced to ensure a hostile force could never paralyze GalFed defenses with a strike at a central headquarters. At times, the more distant centers were run as small fiefdoms, something not allowed for by the original strategists.

      “Which JMC authorized you?”

      There was a long pause. Radoski eventually said, “G190.”

      Foster laughed. G190 was located on a planet that was so far away it was still a number. Its military establishment was almost as small as Fort Elsinore. “You’re joking, right?”

      “No. Major-General Brewster authorized—”

      “Don’t tell me that idiot was promoted. He’s a con artist, a crook, and is in way over his head. I bet he still carries a swagger stick, the pompous ass. Turn around and head back to your base.”

      “I have a warrant—”

      “You’ll have a sore head if you continue. You’re acting illegally. There’s a missile aimed at your craft. Smithy, turn around.” Foster’s missile bank was fully functional, radar controlled, and AI managed. Elsinore had been attacked before by rogue military units and pirates, always to the destruction and death of the attackers; at least, since Foster had settled on the planet.

      “I—I can’t. Bastard has a gun at my head.”

      Foster cursed to himself. Of course, he wasn’t going to launch a missile at the aircraft—well, he would be tempted, if it were only the GalFed senior agent and his men on board. No, he didn’t want Smithy’s death on his conscience, nor did he want to start an interstellar incident. At least, not yet. He switched off the intruder alarm and began to record his protest. Albert would transmit his file to GalFed Military Command HQ, with additional formal protests from the Elsinoreans. He also recorded a message for three Elsinorean seniors—local leaders of each alien race on Elsinore—for Albert to transmit. It would alert them to the infringement of their laws, and he expected they’d record their own protests for transmission to GalFed Central. Ansible traffic would be running hot.

      “Under protest, Smithy, you can land. Usual place, where I can keep an eye on you. Deviate and—hear that signal—my radar has locked onto your craft. Don’t make me regret today.”

      He could almost hear Smithy perspiring. The young space scout was fully aware of the danger he was in; Foster had previously demonstrated his reaction potential, and fort personnel had experiences of how he dealt with real enemies.

      A movement caught his attention. Damn, he thought, he’d forgotten the serpent riders; there were three of them. He had to keep reminding himself to call them pilots, not riders or jockeys; those latter names upset the serpents and their small symbiotic companions. These three were young, lacked serpents, and to a large extent, he, with Albert’s assistance, was mentoring them on behalf of a chief of a nearby mountain-based serpent tribe.

      The pilots stood about two feet high and were superficially humanoid. They had opposable thumbs, the usual number of eyes and limbs, and were capable of intelligent—very intelligent—creative thinking. The serpents, too, he had gradually realized, also were sapient. A pilot and serpent were paired for life, and lived, slept, and hunted together—and apparently, included anything else that came to mind. A serpent without a pilot typically lost direction and died in ten days or less; a pilot without a serpent was usually cast out of the Ouros tribe to which it belonged, and, once abandoned, rarely lived for more than a few weeks.

      The three pilots had been with him now for three months; they were eager to learn, and he was enjoying the more or less self-imposed task.

      He was yet to determine the precise nature of the apparent symbiotic relationship between the serpents and their pilots. The GalFed official Xenos were worse than useless; because the natives—he had met and dealt with three sapient species on Elsinore and wondered whether more were hidden in the mountain ranges—were unable to speak, the scientists had dismissed his claims to their abilities and intelligence, describing them as unfounded. They refused to accept the aliens’ telepathic abilities more than compensated for their vocal inabilities.

      Perhaps, the local serpent chief had suggested, Foster could find a way to save isolated pilots. Apparently, the chief had no confidence the same could be achieved for serpents and he had looked bewildered when Foster suggested pairing an isolated serpent with an isolated pilot. It was too soon yet, in his work with the small natives, to understand the possible results.

      Albert was his communicator and at times, his co-conspirator. The AI had established non-verbal communication links with the aliens; something which, since his retirement, was beyond Foster’s reach. His detachment from active duty had triggered shutdown of significant portions of his neural net and limited the scope of his communication abilities. As a result he now lacked functions which the military provided to all its enlistees, enhanced with rank, and removed from retirees. Foster had plans in place to replace the missing functions, and in the meantime, in a dire emergency, he could implement a series of arduous processes to gradually awaken portions of the repressed sections of his neuron network. Probably not something he should do if he was under close examination by overly curious GalFed intelligence agents.

      He said, “Albert, prepare to implement Shutdown 3.” Now, in Foster’s absence from his home, Albert would advise intruders—whether military or similar personnel, raiders, or casual trespassers—the property was out of bounds. The AI could inflict serious harm if anyone persisted. “Monitor me continually and send Dirty Dan to my assistance if my life is threatened. Explain to our pilots what is happening. Tell them to hide from our visitors; I can’t guarantee their safety—these agents could have deadly intent.” Dirty Dan was an alien robot, a walking arsenal, captured on one of Foster’s recent private forays into dark space, and now programmed for his protection. This would be Dirty Dan’s first live test.

      “Actioning.”

      Foster fastened his lower leg onto its fittings; he hoped he’d have time later to carry out the repair. A month remained before he’d have the necessary re-growth medication; the Nectar Tree was only partway through its generation of what it considered to be an oddly structured fruit. In the meantime, the base personnel were missing their unofficial psychotropic fruit treats while the Tree implemented changes to its production formula.

      Heavy hammering on his door interrupted Foster’s reverie. He checked the Ouros pilots were out of sight. He opened the door, and two hefty military agents pushed into the front room.

      They were armored and armed.

      Two more were standing outside the door, also armed, their expressions expectant. They were accompanied by a smaller man, his smirk something Foster was tempted to hammer with his fists.

      “Colonel Allyil, I’m Senior Military Intelligence Agent Radoski.” One of his team was recording the scene. Radoski continued, “I’m serving this warrant on you at the order of Major-General Brewster, CO of JMC G190.” He held out a folded document.

      Foster ignored it.

      The senior agent shrugged and let papers drop to the floor.

      Foster said, “I’m retired from GalFed military. I’m the legally appointed governor of Elsinore, elected by the locals and confirmed by GalFed Central. I’m also accredited as the official GalFed ambassador to this planet. Finally, I’m a citizen of Elsinore.” He didn’t mention he was the only person accepted as a citizen from the non-Elsinorean aliens currently resident on the planet.

      “Bah. Politicians.”

      Foster had never heard anyone actually say ‘Bah’ before. He was tempted to ask the agent to repeat himself. Instead, he said, “Legally, I’m outside GalFed jurisdiction, military or otherwise. Albert, continue to record this infringement on my rights and distribute the videos as instructed.”

      “Yes, Colonel.”

      Foster laughed to himself—of course, he was no longer a colonel, retired or otherwise, given the status he’d been granted by those central politicians.

      Radoski looked bewildered. “Who the fuck’s Albert? I was told you lived alone.”

      Foster said, “Your paperwork doesn’t require me to answer. I formally request you and your thugs leave this property, now.”

      The two heavily built agents moved closer to Foster. The other two, positioned outside the door, watched him, their expressions eager. Radoski grinned. “You’re under arrest. Either come peacefully or suffer. I don’t mind which.”

      Foster shrugged. His remaining military enhancements would suffice to immediately take out two or three of Radoski’s companions, although he’d be damaged by the others in the process. At five to one, it was doubtful there’d be any survivors at the end.

      “I’ll accompany you to prevent the deaths of at least two of your escort. This does not mean I agree you have jurisdiction here. I’m forwarding my protests to GalFed Central and GalFed Joint Military Command HQ. Your name and images of you and your team are predominant in my communications.”

      Radoski faltered for a moment. His confidence returned, and he said, “I’m properly authorized and my actions are legal.”

      “In no way. Now, come on, I haven’t got all day to indulge your nonsense.” Foster brushed back the short bristle of hair on his scalp and donned his cap. He pushed through the doorway and waited for the agents to follow. He checked, after the door automatically closed behind them, his castle was locked and protected. His last glimpse included the faces of his three guests, their expressions surprisingly full of concern.

      Their short trek to the waiting VTOL was accompanied by exceptionally loud roars from the local Grators; swamp animals, they were one of the three intelligent native species on Elsinore. They were huge beasts, and thousands occupied the swamps on Foster’s property. The herd boss, Blossom, a male, ruled with an iron fist. Foster was supposedly titular head of the herd and somehow the scope of his responsibilities had grown to encompass all the Grator herds on Elsinore’s largest and main continent. In addition, Blossom’s interpretation of titular was very loose, and Foster was occasionally called on to deal with a rogue male, much to his annoyance, and to Blossom and the herd’s entertainment.

      Radoski frowned at the wave of noise. He said, “I’ve seen images of those ugly monsters. This would be a pleasantly livable planet if they were eliminated.”

      Louder roars followed as the whole herd joined in; Blossom had an exceptionally strong telepathic ability and likely had picked up the agent’s insulting thoughts. Foster sensed Blossom’s concern and signaled back to the Grator chief he was not in danger. At least, not yet.

      Foster grinned to himself. Neither the senior agent nor his team had seen the serpent and its pilot heading away, through the long grass, around the corner of his home. The pilot was astride the serpent’s back, seated on a saddle-like bone structure positioned a foot or so below its head. The serpent was small, only ten feet long, and he suspected both it and its pilot were heading to the nearest tribal chief. The word would spread of his arrest, aided, of course, by Albert’s communications.
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      Radoski had commandeered the small cell block located in what the GalFed soldiers called the Stockade. The grounds were intended for parades and punishment exercises; Foster doubted anyone had ever spent more than two or three days in detention and probably little or no time engaged in penal activities. The cell selected by the agent for Foster’s temporary incarceration was small and lacked a window. The door was constructed of heavy metal, hinged on the outside, and had a small hatch at eye level for the use of guards checking on the condition of an occupant. The furniture consisted of a narrow bunk, toilet, and basin, with nothing else.

      The senior agent stood in the doorway and sneered at Foster after he entered the cell. “We’ll depart tomorrow for G190. The general commandeered a GalFed SN packet ship for this assignment—it’s fast and heavily armed. Oh, in case you were wondering, the local fort commander was ordered to report to his JMC for an urgent briefing and I doubt he’ll be back within ten days or so. As a result, I’m the senior ranking officer in Fort Elsinore. None of your friends can help you. Rest assured, General Brewster will be very pleased to welcome you. He has judges briefed and a firing squad ready to take action.”

      Of that, Foster had no doubt. Brewster obviously had harbored a grudge for decades, ever since Foster, then a junior captain and Brewster a colonel, was found not guilty of treason after he had disobeyed a command issued by Brewster; a command which he, Foster, had regarded as illegal. He had refused to execute alien villagers who were protecting their village against the excesses of a mercenary squad under Brewster’s command. Other, more personal, conflicts added to the animosity. To a certain extent, some of the fault rested with Foster, because he had never disguised his distaste for his senior officer. Fortunately, GalFed personnel postings were regular lotteries and both officers shortly found themselves far apart in distant military zones.

      Foster had not appreciated just how much he had antagonized the other officer—the man’s hate obviously had grown over the years. He sighed.

      Albert interrupted his thoughts. “Ah—Colonel, you have mail from each of the three chiefs. They state they’ll protest vigorously to GalFed authorities as you requested. That’s all.”

      While Foster had only a fraction of his military comms function in place, it was enough to support long distance interactions with the AI. He previously had achieved successful links for up to a thousand miles, and the fort was only two hundred miles from Albert’s location.

      “What about our adopted pilots?”

      “I’ve kept them informed. They are very concerned for your safety.”

      “Try to keep them inside the house. They’ll be safer.”

      “Ah—yes, Colonel.”

      There was something in the AI’s tone that caught Foster’s attention. “They’re not there, are they?”

      “Ah—no, Colonel. They commandeered your small halftrack, hacked its AI, and headed to meet with Blossom.”

      Damn. Apparently, driving a vehicle was akin to piloting a serpent.

      “You’re helping them, aren’t you?”

      “Ah—yes, Colonel.”

      Foster sighed and shook his head in mock dismay. There was always a counter argument to the possible benefits of providing AIs with discretion.

      Albert ignored his reaction and continued, “I understand they plan to meet with their Queen Lette and her pilot in an hour or so. Also, both Blossom and the serpent queen are planning to meet with the senior Rebear—Rudy—later this afternoon.”

      Rebears were something else. They could, at a stretch and with lots of imagination, be described as humanoid. They certainly were sapient and, in his experience, communicated telepathically. A typical male Rebear stood about ten feet tall, weighed four or five hundred pounds, and for fun, consumed copious amounts of fermented juice from a species of Elsinore fruit tree and enjoyed many a fight. The females were not much smaller and were equally energetic. He’d been told their fights, before his discovery of the planet—battles, really—were anything but friendly and sometimes resulted in significant fatalities. Foster had convinced them to live in peace with each other and with the other Elsinore sapient species.

      He had high hopes for all these Elsinoreans and over the fifteen or so years since he had first found and explored the planet, he had worked tirelessly to aid their development. Their vocabularies had increased as a result—they seemed far more linguistically versatile now when Albert was relaying their conversations.

      Foster tried to settle on his bunk. He soon determined it was not designed to support relaxation or sleep and he surrendered with a groan, and sat up, his back against the cold stone wall of his cell.

      His reverie was interrupted by a heavy banging on the door and a guard slid open the access panel to deliver his evening meal. It was one of the local soldiers, accompanied by an agent from Radoski’s squad. The agent tried to stop any conversation between Foster and the soldier; the latter’s facial expression showing his dislike of his escort. He grimaced and nodded towards the food tray.

      “I’m sure you’ll enjoy your meal, Colonel,” the soldier said. He winked and tapped his finger on the tray as he slid it through the small opening in the door. “We’ve heard the shuttle will depart tomorrow midday.”

      The agent, one of the burly thugs who had earlier escorted Foster from his home, said to the guard, “Shut up, fool. Don’t any of you on this base follow orders?”

      The soldier grinned and made no reply.

      Foster thanked him, ignored the agent, and accepted the tray. He sat on his bunk and carefully dissected the contents. There was a small folded note under the plate. It was short, simple, unsigned, and offered support from the entire fort, if he asked. He smiled. It was good to know he had military resources to call on, in addition to the Elsinoreans. Although the locals could outclass the military and he sent a sliver of a suggestion to Blossom.

      The meal itself was bland; MREs had never appealed to him.
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      It was not long after dark when the storm hit. The blasts were savage; the wind, as it roared its arrival, was deafening, even without an outside window. Foster expected the fort personnel to be surprised: while it was sometimes difficult to forecast weather because the continent lacked an optimal number of weather stations, there had been no indication of a pending storm. This one sounded hurricane-strength; an exceptionally strong hurricane at that. The small detention building shook and he idly wondered how thorough the building contractors had been. A long series of metallic screeches heralded what he suspected was the destruction of one of the fort’s other buildings. Fortunately, judging by the sound, it was well away from his cell. He could hear sirens and shouts, some of the latter containing an element of panic.

      Without notice, the small access panel slid to one side and a voice, loud enough for him to hear over the storm, said, “Colonel, this is a record breaker. We’ve been told the wind speed reached two hundred miles an hour, seconds before our local weather station was destroyed by a small tornado. Some of the smaller barracks buildings have been reduced to splinters. We expect more buildings will be damaged or destroyed. The storm is ruthless. We’ve numerous minor injuries, but fortunately, no one has suffered anything serious. Similar reports of two hundred miles an hour wind speeds, heavy clouds, with rain and hail, were messaged by two of our outposts, although they’ve stopped reporting since. We don’t think the storm will ease for a while. Our visitors are in a panic, trying to ensure their shuttle doesn’t get damaged.”

      “Thanks. Williams, is it?”

      “Yes, Colonel. We’re ready if you need us.”

      “I’ll let you know. Rest easy for now.”

      “Yes, sir.” Foster heard a key rattle before the soldier walked away.

      For the first time, Foster started to worry. Of course, he could escape from his cell. The disarray caused by the storm would help. Albert was ready to instruct Dirty Dan and the AI-controlled mobile weapons unit would tear the fort apart. Assuming anything was left to tear apart, that is. However, panicked reactions by possibly nervous agents indiscriminately firing their weapons could result in unnecessary fatalities. He didn’t want that. A second escape opportunity could arise when the shuttle reached Elsinore Station. He had resources on the waystation, including a small starship, a modified Stellar V scout, which would quickly remove him from this sector of space. Assuming the agents allowed him to board it, of course. Once he was aboard the agents’ packet starship, escape opportunities would be limited. And his risk of death would increase astronomically once he was delivered into Brewster’s clutches. Escape from the final trap would not be easy.

      He sighed and tried to settle down. The roar of the wind was incessant and continued to intrude. Eventually, an hour or two later, he drifted off to sleep. His dreams were strange, showing unknown forces pushing weather havoc towards the fort, and woke him three or four times through the night. He was fully awake at daylight; he guessed the time was close to six a.m. The silence, after the noise and force of the wind, was shocking.

      “Albert?”

      “Yes, Colonel?”

      “Did we suffer any damage from the storm?”

      “Ah—what storm, sir?”

      “Good. We’ve had a helluva hurricane here, for most of the night. I suspect there’s been a lot of damage to the fort.”

      “It’s been very quiet here.”

      Foster reflected for a moment before continuing. “I want you to send Dirty Dan to the fort sooner than I’d planned. Get him moving as quickly as possible. I want him to arrive before midday.”

      “Ah, Colonel—”

      “Yes?” There was silence from the AI. After a handful of seconds, Foster said, “He’s on his way already?”

      “Ah—yes, sir. He’s less than an hour from the fort. Our serpent pilots are with him—he quite likes them, you know.”

      Foster buried his head in his hands. The concept of a murderous killing machine liking serpent pilots was beyond his imagination; at least, for the moment. Albert had, in some ways, changed his options, bringing closer an opportunity for escape. His concern to limit casualties remained.

      He paced the floor, avoiding the edge of the bunk on each pass. Decision made, he pushed at the door. It slowly swung open; his visitor, Sergeant Williams, had left it unlocked. He stepped through the doorway, half expecting a shout. A corporal looked up from his computer screen as he approached.

      “Good morning, Colonel.”

      “Good morning.” He was close enough to read the soldier’s name tag. “Corporal Evans?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ve been trying to order your breakfast, sir, but we’re having comms issues. Also, I think the mess unit was wrecked in the storm.”

      “Anything else damaged?”

      The soldier smiled. “You might be relieved, sir. One of the mini tornadoes picked up a halftrack and threw it at the agents’ shuttle. They’re trying to repair it. Not sure they’ll get it done soon. We don’t have the spares.”

      Foster was surprised. “You don’t have spares?”

      “Well, we should have them. The stores buildings were blown to hell and back. The computer inventory records are inaccessible. No one can find anything. The fort is a mess, sir. Buildings down, trees uprooted and blown everywhere, vehicles damaged or destroyed. The armory missed most of the force of the wind and our missile pods are undamaged, so the fort is still capable of maintaining its defensive posture. Rumor is it’ll cost millions to repair the base. The Stockade is the only building that didn’t suffer any damage. It’s strange, sir.”

      Foster ignored the strange comment and stared at the man. “I’d like to go outside.”

      “Er—I suppose that’s okay. You’ll need an escort, sir. For your safety, sir. Radoski and his men are livid. They’re trying to blame us for the storm, somehow—they claim it wasn’t forecast and that’s our fault. Not sure what they would’ve done, even if we had a forecast.”

      Foster smiled. “I’d like to try the mess, in case they’ve found some proper food. I agree, I should have an escort. I don’t want to be categorized as an escaped prisoner. I’m sure you can find someone?”

      “I’ll try, sir. Captain Bridger is the duty officer, I’ll contact her.”

      “Good. I’ll shower and change, if you can find some clothes for me?”

      “Yes, sir. There’s a Q-store at the end of the row of cells. I’ll unlock it and you can help yourself. Then, I’ll try for the captain.”

      Foster enjoyed his hot shower. He suspected if all the other buildings were damaged, he might be the only person on the base to do so. He changed into clothing he found in the storage room—to his surprise, the fit was acceptable—and headed back to the corporal.

      “Colonel,” the man said as Foster approached. He appeared pleased with whatever he was going to communicate. “Captain Bridger said if she can’t find an escort, she’ll personally take on the responsibility.” He checked his watch. “Someone should be here in two or three minutes. You can sit there, if you wish.” He indicated a row of padded chairs. “They’re far more comfortable than your cell, sir.”

      “Good. Thank you.” Foster sat down. He pointed at the wall-mounted video. “Do you have access to outside cameras? I’d like to see what the fort looks like.”

      “All cameras were blown away, sir. It’s like the aftermath of a complete disaster out there. Frightening to see so much damage done by a storm. We’ve had some fires, too. There’s a list of injuries; nothing fatal, fortunately”

      Foster was interrupted before he could fully relax by the sudden entry of Captain Cee Bridger. Her usual sparkle was overwritten by worry. She looked down at Foster.

      “Damn. Somehow, I suspect you’re the focus of this destruction. You know this building is completely unscathed. The remainder of the fort is broken, bent, or bruised. How we haven’t suffered fatalities, I don’t know.”

      Foster stood and took Cee’s hand and looked into her eyes, emphasizing his words. “Captain, I often work wonders, yes. However, destroying this fort with an instant hurricane is beyond even me.”

      She smiled, squeezed his fingers, and dropped his hand. “I know. We’ve had a shocking night. Those ill-gotten intelligence agents are likely to be the end of me, whining about their shuttle. Come on, let’s see if we can find some breakfast.”

      The catering company had set up a temporary mess tent and were busily feeding hungry soldiers. The captain led Foster forward, exercising the prerogatives of command. They joined two other officers, neither known to Foster and he assumed they were recent transfers. One was a major, the other a lieutenant. The latter was a communications specialist according to her shoulder patch, while the major was space marine. His service badges were impressive, covering at least two duty tours to regions Foster had also visited while on active duty.

      Cee introduced them. “Major Wilkinson, Lieutenant Dreysus.” The two officers nodded. “Foster Allyil, Colonel, retired, governor of Elsinore, and GalFed ambassador to the planet Elsinore.” She explained to Foster, “Jenny was here a year ago for a month. I think you were away on one of your escapades. She returned—” She looked at the lieutenant. “—what, about six months ago?” Jenny Dreysus nodded her head. “And left and came back again a couple of months ago. I think she’s here for a longer posting this time.” Cee indicated the major, “And Major Wilkinson arrived a month ago.”

      Wilkinson looked thoughtful for a few seconds and said, “I’ll be—. You’re the Allyil who tore strips off a senior officer who was making a complete idiot of himself. Who—aah, I was there, and a lowly lieutenant at the time—it was Sub-Major Brewster, that’s the one. Cee explained your predicament.” He held out his hand. “A pleasure, Colonel. Ambassador. Governor. Whatever the damned correct title is. Call me Train; no, it’s not my name, it’s been my call sign for years.”

      The two men shook hands. The lieutenant held out her hand and Foster took it. Her grip was firm, and a touch of mischief lightened her eyes. She said, “Call me Jenny.”

      Wilkinson continued, “So he’s who these idiot agents are working for. Damn. We have to stop their nonsense.”

      Cee instructed the catering sergeant who was waiting for their order. “Whatever you can manage, Thomas. Full breakfasts for four, if possible. The colonel’s meal can go on my tab.”

      “We’ll do our best, Captain. Good morning, Colonel. Welcome to SS Disaster.”

      “Thank you, Thomas. How’s your shoulder?”

      “Excellent, sir. Your tree—”

      Foster frowned and the sergeant changed the subject and continued, his smile cheerful, “We’re short on fresh eggs this morning. They’re all broken for some reason. We’ll have a hot breakfast for you as quickly as we can.”

      The captain led the way to a vacant table and indicated the chairs, obviously rescued from emergency supplies. She said to Foster, “It’s the best we can do, I’m afraid.”

      “As long as breakfast goes with it, I’ll cope.”

      The major commented, “Damn odd storm, that. Nearly blew some of my marines away. Good experience for them.”

      “Marines? You’re adding to the fort’s military structure?” Foster was interested; GalFed’s Joint Military Command HQ was required to consult with him as Governor of Elsinore before changing the manning of the fort.

      “Ah,” replied Wilkinson, “we’re temporary, helping the lieutenant’s team upgrade some of the comms equipment.”

      “Oh, yes, I saw the release. If there’s anything I can do to help—” Foster laughed as he realized what he was saying. “Well, once Radoski flies away with his team, I daresay.”

      “He’s on thin ice, I think,” Lieutenant Dreysus said. “Assuming you’re the governor. Or ambassador. Or?”

      “All of the above. I’m also a citizen of Elsinore. He has no authority, here, except for his team and my reluctance to challenge Command HQ.”

      Dreysus sat up, her eyes alert. “How can you be a citizen? Doesn’t that require an existing population? Alien or otherwise? I thought the Xenos claimed there’s no intelligent life here?”

      “That’s the opinion of the GalFed Xeno inspection team. I have well-documented studies and reports from various groups of private Xenos, including two from renowned universities, and GalFed Central’s political lot agree with those findings.” He shook his head. “I can’t account for the way politicians and bureaucrats work.”

      “There must be more to it?” she asked.

      “Yes. If I can free myself from Radoski’s clutches and you visit my castle, I can show you why the private Xenos came up with their conclusions.”

      The lieutenant looked at Cee. “Is he for real?”

      Cee laughed, the soft tinkling sound catching the attention of some of the other diners. “Oh, yes, he’s for real. So is his castle. Well, it’s not really a castle, I suppose. As for the planet, there are three local species, undoubtedly sapient, very intelligent, very challenging to deal with. I don’t know how Foster established his relationship with them.”

      Both Major Wilkinson and Lieutenant Dreysus stared at Foster. Wilkinson said, “Well?”

      “Oh, I got them drunk. No, hang on, they got me drunk. Hmm. I suppose, we got each other drunk. Some of them. Me. The Rebears. They have a very potent alcoholic brew; it’s the juice from a local fruit, harvested and consumed almost immediately. I understand it becomes very poisonous if left for too long—at least, that’s their excuse.”

      Cee said, “Officially, we’re not sure if Foster’s telling the truth. Unofficially, I’ve checked with the Rebears, and their reply is something similar. No, they don’t speak—they’re unable to vocalize. They communicate telepathically and one or two have learned to write. When I ask the Grators the same question, they just roared with laughter. It’s embarrassing when a whole herd of extremely large mammals laughs at you. I haven’t met any serpents—Ouros, that is—they keep well away from humans.”

      The conversation was interrupted by delivery of their breakfast, after which everyone’s attention was focused on dealing with a hot and, as it proved, tasty meal.

      Towards the end, Wilkinson said, “You know, that’s the best breakfast I’ve had since I arrived.”

      Cee replied, “Yes, I agree. Credit the colonel—he has a lot of friends here.”

      “Colonel—”

      “Foster, please. I’m retired.”

      “Foster. How will you deal with these agents? They have JMC credentials.”

      “I’m still in somewhat of a quandary. I could escape. Of course, it would make me a fugitive, a result I’m trying to avoid.”

      Wilkinson nodded his head. “JMC credentials are the crucial issue. Has anyone checked if they’re genuine?”

      Silence met the major’s question. Before anyone could formulate a reply, shouts and commands interrupted the conversation. Radoski was pushing through a crowd of waiting soldiers, followed by his team.

      “There he is. Handcuff him. Shoot him if he protests. It won’t matter if you kill him, now he’s escaped from his cell.”

      Captain Bridger stood and pointed her forefinger at the group of armed agents. “Take one further step and I’ll have you all arrested. The colonel is my guest. He is not an escapee. Go somewhere else.”

      Major Wilkinson stood and joined the captain. He was armed and his hand rested on the butt of his blaster. “I agree with Captain Bridger. I also include the colonel as my guest. Now faff off. You’re becoming more than a scruffy nuisance.”

      Radoski’s face turned a bright red. He tried to speak; however, he couldn’t manage the words. Two of his team, when he tried to draw his weapon, grabbed his arms and whispered their concerns as they restrained him. They were too far away for Foster to hear what was said. The team leader shrugged his agents away and said, “I’ll get him. The general told me I could kill him if I thought it necessary. Don’t tell me what I can do.” His voice was getting louder and shriller.

      As the mess tent quietened, a reverberating boom, almost deafening, caught everyone’s attention. The sound repeated and settled into a short pattern. It stopped. Then, ten seconds later, it repeated. The sound, the pattern, and the time interval continued. The sound was directionless, filling the tent, and, Foster suspected, was catching everyone’s attention in the fort. He sighed; the Rebears were early.

      Cee caught his reaction and asked, “What? What’s that sound? What does it mean?”

      “It’s a Rebear war party signal. When they go into battle, their leading warriors carry drums—short logs, really—and, to start, beat them at a ten second interval. The interval will decrease through the next couple of hours. When it’s continuous, it means they’re ready to attack.”

      “How many?”

      “Possibly hundreds. You’ll need to check—”

      Foster was interrupted by the sudden entry of a messenger into the mess tent. He was ashen-faced and didn’t know whether to address Foster or the duty captain. He did both. “Colonel, sir. Captain Bridger. There’s thousands of them, headed this way, beating on huge drums. The big beasts, Rebears. And other aliens. Grators, I think. I’ve seen them in the swamps. Thousands of them, too.”

      Cee signaled one of the mess attendants. “Sit him down. Get him some water. He’ll be okay.” She turned to Foster and the wave of her hand included Wilkinson and Dreysus. She said, “Governor, lead the way. We need to see what your aliens are up to.”

      Foster and Cee headed out of the tent, followed by Train and Jenny. The captain stood for a moment, trying to assess the source of the sound. “Foster, what do you think? Where’s it coming from?”

      “My first guess is due west. Come on—let’s see.” He didn’t mention the direction was towards his home.

      When they were two hundred yards or so from the mess tent, the captain stopped and pointed. “Look. There.”

      “My God.” Lieutenant Dreysus exclaimed, “The private was correct. There must be thousands of them.”

      Somehow, the Grators detected Foster’s presence and they stood upright and roared, the sound drowning out the beat of the drums. He saw movements suggesting serpents—Ouros—had also joined the approaching force. The messenger had underestimated; Foster had never seen so many Elsinoreans together, all in one place. At a rough guess, there were ten thousand Rebears and possibly as many Grators. He was too far away to estimate how many Ouros.

      A halftrack was in front, leading the approaching force of aliens, presumably under the control of the serpent pilots. They were accompanied by a very large AI-controlled robot, its armor bright red. It was about fifteen feet tall and weapons protruded from its body, replacing arms and punctuating its body. There was neither camouflage nor subterfuge in the construct’s stance; it was a warrior, totally threatening. The Elsinoreans halted their advance towards the fort, their threat potent and obvious.

      “Of all days to be the duty officer,” complained Cee, hitting Foster’s arm. “Should I surrender now, or try to defend against what appears to be an overwhelming force?”

      Train said, “There’s not much left of the fort to defend. And I agree—I wouldn’t want to have to make your decision.”

      The lieutenant stared at the assembled aliens and looked back at Foster. “You’re the governor of all of them?”

      “I seem to be.” He had previously estimated there were hundreds of thousands of each species scattered across the continent; however, he was surprised at just how large the force was that the Elsinoreans had moved into place literally overnight.

      “Can’t you tell them what to do?”

      Foster shrugged and equivocated. “With difficulty, if I’m a GalFed prisoner. My arrest abrogates the GalFed-Elsinore treaty and probably overrides my appointment as ambassador. I’m still an Elsinore citizen and their governor. In that context, they’re my rescue party.”

      The initial ten second beat was now at nine seconds.

      “Some party,” Cee said. “And I saw that glint in your eye. Okay, Foster, what are you going to do?”

      “I could wait until they overrun the fort and deal with Brewster’s agents. I’d be innocent of any illegal act.” He didn’t say he would do anything he could to ensure his Elsinoreans—his people, in other words—never harmed a GalFed soldier or citizen. He had taken on the responsibility to protect the aliens when he had accepted his appointment as their governor—a unanimous response from the three species when he had asked how they wanted to be represented. To his surprise, GalFed Central had accepted his authority and, to make matters more confusing, had in turn appointed him their ambassador to the planet. Foster suspected budget constraints had affected the decision.

      Wilkinson said, “This is one of the most interesting confrontations I’ve ever been involved in. Obviously, the locals have resources enough to capture the fort and our personnel and rescue you. GalFed’s reaction, if they agreed Brewster was within his rights, would be devastating. If Command HQ agreed with you, some still would want recompense—revenge, if you like. You, I assume, want a resolution without harming anyone.”

      Foster waited for a moment. He said, “I want the rights of the Elsinoreans understood and enforced. I’ve experienced enough deaths—I don’t want any here, GalFed or Elsinorean. Although I can think of one or two minor exceptions.”

      “I don’t advise taking out these agents. We need better solutions,” the major said.

      The drumming interval was at eight seconds.

      The captain’s comm unit buzzed—Foster assumed communications had been restored—and she clicked the accept button and listened to the message. Her face paled. She disconnected the call and said, “Foster, there are three other groups—as large or larger—approaching from each compass point. For fuck’s sake, work out what we need to do. I have about twelve hundred soldiers, half of whom have only minor battle experience, and my defenses are totally non-existent. I suspect last night’s storm and this gathering are somehow linked, but I can’t see how.”

      “Albert?”

      “Ah—yes, Colonel?”

      “Make sure our three serpent pilots understand the concept of a truce flag and ask them to convey the details to the chiefs in charge of these groups. Ensure both the Rebears and Grators understand, because I don’t want war to break out while we’re dealing with the agents. The fort officers want to parley with the locals to resolve this without injury or death to fort personnel. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir. When do you want the truce to commence?”

      “Before any violence happens. Try for as soon as possible.”

      Foster said aloud, “Cee, no harm will come to you or the people you’re responsible for, I promise.” He gripped her shoulder and met her eyes. “I keep my word, understand?” He made no mention of the possible fate of the agents.

      “I understand. I realize this isn’t your fault. My problem is to find a resolution without a fight. Suggestions?”

      “We’ll parley. I’m confident I can convince them to stand down.” He didn’t mention the Rebears leading the potential attack forces were fully aware of his plans.

      Jenny said, “If your people can call up a storm, what else can they do? I don’t think I want to experience their anger.”

      Foster thought he should remain silent about the broader abilities of the Elsinoreans; at least when he was with a group of GalFed military.

      The drumming interval was at seven seconds.

      “Colonel, the drums are very effective. There’s a subsonic tone that I can feel, and it’s likely to adversely affect some of the fort’s inexperienced soldiers. Cee, I suggest we call your soldiers together—we have to be seen as resolute and firm, under these circumstances, otherwise we’ll experience a major rout before we even know if there’s going to be a battle,” Train said. He nodded at Foster, anticipating an objection. Foster remained silent. The major continued, “Assemble your people. I’ll assist if you want, even though I’m not in the fort’s line of command.”

      Cee said, “I’ll meet with our officers first, tell them what’s happening and then we’ll brief the soldiers.”

      Foster followed the three officers towards the center of the fort, albeit now minus most of its buildings. The Stockade stood alone, totally unscathed.

      The drumming interval was at six seconds.

      “Albert?” He decided it was time to do some deeper research—it was his life at risk, after all.

      “Ah—yes, Colonel?”

      “I have a critical task for you. Analyze the prospecting and mining applications we’ve received in the last year—no, make that two years.”

      Foster, in his role as governor, routinely denied all such applications. The locals had stated—in very firm terms—they did not want any activities carried out on Elsinore which would directly or indirectly have an adverse impact on the planet or their quality of life. Wealth, a concept they quickly grasped and dismissed, was not an objective of the Elsinoreans. They had reluctantly accepted the request for a GalFed base, with limitations and restrictions, after lengthy discussions. GalFed wanted a protective presence in this sector, as remote as it might be from GalFed Central. One benefit, in Foster’s opinion, was Elsinore Station, paid for by Command HQ.

      He continued, “Check the application details for shareholders, officers, employees, indeed, any interested party named Brewster. If you can access personal records for the Major-General, add names of family members including married daughters and all offspring. Make it a wide search. Review appeals to me or to GalFed Central arising from our rejections. Identify communications addressed to Elsinore Fort or my office as governor, which have the appearance of a threat. Widen your search to news reports. I suspect there’s a commercial reason triggering this nonsense.”

      “Yes, sir. I agree. Actioning search routines.”

      Albert’s intelligence gathering activities had a long reach; the AI was often bored and had built a network of like-minded AIs across a broad swathe of space, reaching, Foster suspected, to GalFed’s central star system. The ansible network would be running hot for the next hour or two. He didn’t mention his suspicions to the GalFed officers; unless he had proof, it would be whistling in the dark.

      Foster listened to the conversation between Cee and the marine major as he walked beside the young lieutenant. The two senior officers were concerned for the safety of the fort personnel. He was distracted from his eavesdropping by a question from Jenny.

      “Are we really at risk?”

      “All the fort personnel should be safe. As long, that is, as I’m alive and unrestrained.”

      The lieutenant had a follow-up question. “The locals must hold you in high regard?”

      “They decided I could help them hold back GalFed’s version of progress.”

      “You don’t believe we bring advances to alien systems?”

      “I’ve seen far too many examples of GalFed largess gone berserk, with local populations—human and alien—decimated or corrupted by the onslaught of our style of untrammeled civilization. I described the options and alternatives to the tribal leaders and their elders. They had numerous questions—we spent five or six days in discussions. The leaders unanimously decided—after about thirty minutes deliberation—that I should represent the planet in all ways possible.”

      Jenny frowned. “But how did you get here? Did you discover the planet? There’s no record—”

      It seemed the lieutenant had been doing some research. Foster said, “A story for another time, possibly when my freedom is not at risk.”

      She looked up at Foster. “I’ll hold you to that.” Her smile reached her eyes. “I bet you tell a good story.”
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      Now, the drums were sounding without a break; the beat oppressive, threatening, and surrounding the wrecked fort. Foster was surprised at the psychological effectiveness of the sonic undertones. He wondered if Albert had managed to communicate the concept of a parley to the local leaders.

      “I do have a question for you,” Train said, interrupting his thoughts.

      “I’m surprised it’s only one,” Foster replied.

      “I have dozens, I’ll admit. The current one is: Where the hell did you get that armed robot from? It’s not GalFed, and, as far as I know, not from one of our allies.”

      “What, Dirty Dan? I—ah—I won it a few months ago.”

      “You won a war robot?”

      Foster noted the other two officers were focused on their exchange.

      “Yes. Not from gambling, though. I was hired to resolve an argument. The fee was part paid in robot, although it was nonfunctional at the time. This is Dan’s first real outing since its rebuild.”

      “You can control it? Is it really safe?” Cee asked, a frown creasing her forehead.

      The questions were not surprising. The robot was less than half a mile away, and the fort’s hastily restored observation equipment had revealed it was a well-armed war machine. He replied, “Hmm. It passed our acceptance test processes with flying colors. Although I haven’t instructed Dan to fire the rail gun; I have a promise to keep with the locals, not to damage their planet. Likewise with his missiles.”

      “It’s carrying a missile bank?”

      “Why do you call it Dirty Dan?”

      The questions were almost simultaneous. He answered the lieutenant’s question first. “It had a projectile weapon erected—that is, located in a suggestive place. It was removed in the rebuild, though. Dan is an acronym invented by the rebuild crew—Desperate And Needful—typical humor, and the name stuck. Cee, the missiles are short range, fully controlled by Dan’s AI. Fortunately, I don’t think there’s much here for the robot to aim at.” After a moment he added, “Except for the undamaged missile banks. And the fort’s shuttle. Oh, and the shuttle that’s already somewhat damaged.”

      Jenny frowned. Train’s expression was empty of humor.

      Cee smiled and said, “You damage any more of this fort and I’ll call in a squadron of fighters to take you out.”

      Wilkinson indicated the ruins of the fort. “This is all very convenient, in terms of you achieving freedom. Although, I’m at a loss as to how you managed it.”

      Cee, her expression thoughtful, said, “I do think the locals had something to do with the storm. It was far too focused. It prevented Radoski and his agents from taking you off-planet.” Her eye contact was challenging.

      Foster adopted a bland expression. “I was tucked up in the Stockade, where it was warm and cozy.”

      Cee punched Foster’s arm.

      “I’m hurt.” Foster rubbed his arm. “I had nothing to do with this devastation, I promise.”

      “I hit the other arm, idiot. Now, what are you planning?”

      Foster indicated the gathered force to the west. “They’ve raised a parley flag.”

      The drumming stopped; the sudden silence almost as frightening as the continuous sound of the drums.

      Train said “So have the other groups. Captain, we should do the same. Although—how are they going to speak to us?”

      “Is the fort’s AI functional?” Foster knew Alice could work with Albert; the fort’s AI was part of Albert’s data network.

      “Yes.” Frown lines creased Cee’s forehead.

      Foster explained, “It can work with Albert—he’s able to communicate with the Elsinoreans.”

      “Your AI’s telepathic?” Train raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      Foster said, “No, not really. The process is similar to typical AI-human communications.” At least, that’s what Albert had told him.

      “I continue to be amazed.”

      Cee caught the attention of a sergeant. “Wilson, grab something that looks like a parley flag. Run it up the flagpole. Our friends,” she indicated the surrounding forces with a wave, “want to talk to us.”

      “Yes, sir. Corporal Walker, you and one of your squad. Get a towel, a white one. I want it flapping in the breeze in less than five. Jump to it.”

      There was a flurry of activity and in less than five minutes, a fort parley flag was raised, matching those flying from each of the four sets of local forces. In the meantime, Captain Bridger assembled her small officer cadre—two other captains, both junior to her, four senior lieutenants, and five junior lieutenants—the fort was waiting for a more comprehensive allocation of officer resources and had been for a year or more—and quickly addressed them.

      “We’ll parlay with the local forces. Colonel Allyil will act as intermediary for us and for the Elsinoreans. While we’re not sure of the reason for their threatening posture, there’s a high probability they plan to protect—or rescue—their governor. The colonel has stated he’ll ensure no fort personnel will be harmed.” She looked at Foster and sought confirmation. “I’m correct, Colonel?”

      “You have my promise. As long as I’m alive.”

      Cee replied, “I’ll do my best to ensure you don’t die.” She ignored the burst of laughter from the assembled officers and continued, “Major Wilkinson, Colonel Allyil, Lieutenant Dreysus, and I will form a parley team. We’ll meet with the local forces and inform you as soon as we have progress to report. First, though, assemble everyone on the parade ground in front of the Stockade; I’ll make a brief announcement. Speed is of the essence; we want to return to a friendly posture as quickly as possible.”

      Foster, accompanied by Major Wilkinson, stood back while Cee and her officers addressed the assembled fort personnel who included a range of support troops, civilian contractors, and a small number of camp followers. He detected expressions of relief as Cee told them the Elsinore natives were trying to protect him and were not proposing to harm anyone under her command.

      Train said, “You’re known and respected by these soldiers.”

      “Yes. They know I don’t accept any nonsense, even more so if it’s likely to have an adverse impact on Elsinore.”

      Cee completed her briefing and the assembly cheered her words as they were dismissed. She headed towards Foster, not realizing Radoski and his team had exited their small tent and were also heading in his direction. Her officer echelon had headed off in various directions, focusing on their fort rebuild activities.

      “Trouble comes this way,” Train said, sotto voce.

      “I see them.” He turned to Cee. “That went well.”

      Her reply was interrupted by Radoski. “Who gave you orders to address the fort personnel? I’m the ranking officer here.”

      Cee stepped away to avoid the spray of spittle accompanying the man’s words. “You’re not in my line of command, nor do you have rights over the fort. I doubt you have any authority at all.”

      Radoski lunged at the captain and was held back only by the efforts of two of his team members. “I’ll remember you,” he snarled. “Where are the resources you promised me? I want my shuttle repaired now.” The last word was shouted.

      Foster decided the agent had not been advanced because of his diplomacy.

      “My priorities are, in order, to deal with the natives, get this fort back into good order, and somewhere below all the other things I have on my list is the task of repairing your shuttle.”

      This time it took all of Radoski’s team to restrain him. “Sir,” one muttered through clenched teeth, “Please take care; you can’t attack fort personnel.”

      Radoski shrugged his men away and turned his attention to Foster. “You. You’re the cause of all this. I should shoot you now and save General Brewster the effort.”

      Foster smiled, an almost savage expression, his teeth bared. His response was halted by a communication from Albert. “Ah—Colonel, there’s a GalFed Diplomatic Service fast interceptor, the DS Annette, at the waystation. It’s been there for over twenty-four hours, apparently on a dark mission, which is why we hadn’t heard about it. They’ve dropped a shuttle—it should be landing in the next five minutes or so.”

      “Anyone we know?” The Diplomatic Service maintained a space fleet larger than any run by the military, which often created territorial disputes. Diplomacy was not always a gentle process; GalFed believed occasional forms of gunboat diplomacy were justified.

      “More than likely.” The AI was more focused on the current problem and continued, “Brewster’s name appears on one of the recent mining applications via a company called Elsinore Mining Ventures. Brewster and his family were listed as majority shareholders and there are other family names.” Albert flashed a list of names to Foster and he stored it to read later. The AI continued, “The company’s follow-up to your formal rejection of their application at the time contained threats, even including death, all barely veiled. I didn’t refer them to you; it seemed a waste of time. They also made appeals to GalFed politicians. I’m trying to find more information about JMC G190. There’s something odd; I haven’t pinned it down.”

      “Good. Keep searching. Tell Dan to get ready.”

      He stepped away, turned, and said, “Radoski, you’re a fraud. Brewster’s a criminal. He’s been making death threats. Fort security should lock you up.”

      The agent cursed and drew his weapon, a small blaster, military issue. He leveled it at Foster, his eyes narrowing. Foster watched as the man’s hand trembled, pressure on the trigger increasing.

      “Now!” Foster urged.

      The laser beam pierced the agent’s right eye and the blast from his weapon, triggered by a death-reflex, missed the top of Foster’s cap by less than an inch.

      Radoski’s body slowly collapsed as life fled his scorched brain.

      “Damn,” Cee said; she had ducked her head in an automatic reflex action.

      “That was close,” observed Train. He had not moved.

      Jenny Dreysus screamed and swore. “Fuck.”

      A sigh of relief from the assembled Elsinore natives washed over Foster and he waved his hand. Their roar in response echoed across the remnants of the fort.

      “Thank you, Albert. Tell Dirty Dan that was an excellent reaction. He’s passed his live test with a top rating.”

      Train cautioned the surviving agents, who had not yet recovered from their shock at Radoski’s sudden death. He said, “Don’t even think about taking revenge on anyone for your boss’s death. He was about to shoot an unarmed man, and that’s attempted murder.” He signaled one of the fort’s marines; a group of whom had rushed towards the officers when Radoski collapsed. He said, “Take these so-called agents into custody. There are some empty cells in the Stockade—use those. We’ll determine what to do with them, later.”

      The marine looked to Cee for confirmation and she said, “Do it.”

      “It was all recorded on camera,” Foster informed Cee and Train as a small squad of marines led the remaining agents away. “I’ll make a copy of the file available for any enquiry you want to hold.”

      Her reply was lost in the descending roar of a shuttle as its pilot delicately guided the craft to the landing apron on the other side of the fort. Normally, the passengers disembarked into a reception building; however, the building was now part of the numerous heaps of splintered wood, broken glass, and steel frames scattered around the grounds of the fort.

      The vivid red markings of the Diplomatic Service’s tiger insignia stood out against the metallic sheen of the shuttle’s surface.

      Foster smiled to himself. The shuttle and its stark stylized insignia were familiar. He said to Cee, “Given my official role as ambassador, or as governor, or both, I should welcome our visitors. Want to join me?” His gesture included Train and Jenny.

      They waited as the shuttle lowered its passenger ramp. First out was a three-person guard, marines, their weapons polished, and their uniforms pressed. Two stood at the bottom of the ramp and the third stood off, facing away, her eyes alert, her weapon ready.

      Two junior diplomatic personnel followed, both female, their ranks indicated by the color of their shoulder badges. They each carried bags containing diplomatic papers. Another person, male, slightly more senior, followed, carrying what Foster knew was communications equipment. The last person out was female. She was smartly dressed in a dark suit with a soft-colored blouse, her hair, brilliant red, tumbled down her back, and her makeup was subtle. She looked around as she stood in the shuttle exit, saw Foster, smiled, and waved a greeting. She quickly stepped down the ramp and headed towards him.

      Foster met her halfway. Her smile was almost as broad as his. They hugged.

      “Retha. Welcome.”

      “Thank you. Foster, you’re still creating havoc? Seemed to have outdone yourself this time.”

      Foster had first encountered the then Major Retha Smith years before when she inadvertently escorted an enemy alien to meet with him. The visitor, in the form of a Chadran from the Chadra Cluster, and, typical of that race, was over two meters tall, had a crested scalp and a face like a granite slab with small orifices serving as nostrils and mouth cut below two harsh eyes. As the alien approached, he had drawn a small weapon.

      Foster had immediately recognized it as a spider spray, designed to deliver a net of acid-based nerve corrosives, which would envelop its target and almost immediately commence eating away the victim’s nervous system—an extremely painful way to die.

      In the instant, without hesitation, Foster had killed his would-be assassin.

      The Chadran shape quickly reverted to its natural form and revealed the alien to be a Xerg, or more formally, a Xergianth; a member of shape-changing aliens outlawed by not only GalFed but by most, if not all, systems in the Intrador Arm. Xergs, by established intersystem law, were under an immediate sentence of death if caught away from their planet.

      Xergs sought out members of warm-blooded sentient races to hatch their young, a one way and fatal destination for the slowly consumed and involuntary egg-carriers. Foster had successfully waged war against Xergs throughout his military career and even into retirement. As a result, his reputation had reached into Xergianth inner circles and he was occasionally sought out by Xerg or Xerg-employed assassins.

      At the time, Retha’s immediate reaction had been to arrest Foster; however, the slow reveal of the Xerg body had convinced her of his innocence. They since had worked together on troubleshooting assignments, which were, given Foster’s retirement, unofficial and, for him, rewarding. They also were friends, good friends.

      He replied, “Keeping myself alive, is all.”

      “And generating one hellish storm in doing so. You’ll have to tell me how you managed that.” Retha straightened her jacket, nodded a greeting at Cee, frowned in recognition at the marine major, and smiled at Jenny. She looked out at the gathered Elsinoreans. Blossom and his herd roared their greeting and the sound was picked up by the other leaders and their followers. Retha spun around, her face alight, and waved at each group.

      “Marvelous. The Elsinoreans amaze me every time I visit.” She pointed at Radoski’s body and looked at Foster. She asked, “Your work?”

      Foster waited for a moment before replying; however, no one else volunteered an answer. He said, “I suppose. Radoski claimed he was a senior intelligence agent. He brought four men with him, also supposedly agents. They said they were from G190, acting at the direction of Major-General Brewster, and were here to arrest me for treason, etc., etc. Radoski was about to shoot me. One of my defense mechanisms kicked into play. The agent lost.”

      Albert spoke up, relaying via Captain Bridger’s communication device. “Diplomat Retha. Welcome. I’ll provide copies of the videos we’ve been recording plus a detailed report.”

      “Thank you, Albert. Yes, you’d better send me a formal report and videos, perhaps this afternoon.” She turned to Foster and held his arm. “Coincidences are everywhere. There were no GalFed intelligence agents located on G190, so he was an impostor. There’s a problem, and that’s why I’m here. G190 has disappeared. No, not the planet. Rather, everyone and everything movable from the base. We’ve lost personnel—some were murdered—shuttles, scout ships, and a troop carrier, plus some other craft. I’ll tell you more, later. Captain Bridger, we should meet with the locals, if you’re ready? I assume that’s the reason for the parley flags?”

      “Yes, Ambassador.”

      “Retha, please.”

      “Retha. We’re recovering from a storm. The locals wanted to protect Foster from Radoski and got a touch excited—we don’t know if and how they caused the storm, but—”

      “We watched it all from the waystation. It would have been a terrifying experience. Now, where’s Blossom?”

      A roar sounded and Retha said, “Ah, over there. Come on, let’s go talk to the chief.” She headed off. Foster kept pace and everyone else followed, almost running to keep up.

      Retha didn’t waste time. She walked up to the hulking Grator and gave his head a rub. Blossom snorted. She waved to the ranks of Grators standing behind Blossom, turned back to their chief, and said, “My friend, what have you been up to?”

      “Friend Retha, welcome. We were concerned some of your people intended fatal harm to our governor and dear human. We could not stand by and allow it to happen.”

      Foster listened to both sides of the conversation. The three officers from the fort watched in silence, entranced, as Albert relayed via Cee’s comms unit.

      Retha replied, “Of course. I agree totally. Did you really need to destroy the fort?”

      “We were not responsible for such destruction.” Blossom sounded as innocent as a huge alien possibly could. He was almost purring at Retha’s attention. “Weather is a mystery to us.”

      Foster was surprised at the Grator’s ability to dissemble.

      He stood aside as Rudy, the local Rebear chief, approached. He had half a log slung over his shoulder. Retha took the chief’s huge hand and looked up into his face.

      “Rudy! How nice of you to welcome me.”

      The Rebear rumbled his response; it was the native’s form of laughter. Via Albert, he said, “You are welcome, my Princess. In future don’t stay away so long.”

      “I’ll do my best,” she replied. “You know Foster will always take care of you all.”

      “Sometimes, we must look after our governor.”

      “He does his best.”

      Foster frowned. The Rebear rumbled again.

      “Indeed. Keep in mind we need him alive and not a prisoner. Come back more often.”

      Retha smiled and said, “I will, I promise.”

      She turned towards Foster. Before she could speak, a serpent slid to a stop in front of her. The alien’s head was raised and was two feet or so off the ground. A pilot sat in position on the back of the serpent’s neck. Both serpent and pilot regarded the GalFed representative with interest.

      Retha nodded her head. “Your Majesty.”

      “Welcome, alien. Why are your people attacking our governor?”

      The question stalled Retha for a few seconds. “Your Majesty, we have rogues amongst us; people who act outside our law. We deal with them.”

      “Ensure no more arrive on Elsinore.” The Ouros pair slid off, not waiting for Retha’s response.

      She caught Foster’s eye and said, “I can’t guarantee—”

      “Lette knows. She is not a diplomat, remember.”

      Retha smiled, the light catching her grey eyes. “Of course.”

      “There’s someone else I’d like you to meet.” Foster indicated the halftrack, which was parked next to Dirty Dan.

      The three pilots sat awkwardly, crowded together on the driver’s seat. Their large eyes moved in unison from Foster to Retha and back again. Retha looked at them and back to Foster, her expression inquiring.

      “They’re orphaned or isolated pilots. They’ve lost their serpents. I’ve been mentoring them for about three months, hoping to determine whether they can survive without partners. They were involved in organizing the forces assembled around the fort.”

      “Oh. They were very effective, from what I was able to see. They have names?”

      “Ah, yes. Alpha, Beta, and Gemini. They chose them. They usually shorten them to Al, Be, and Gem.”

      Retha said, “Greetings to you, Al, Be, and Gem.”

      Their responses were also in unison, via Albert. “Greetings to you, diplomat and senior officer of the GalFed Diplomatic Service.”

      “I think I’ll find some bracelets and have your names engraved on them so I can tell you apart.” She dug Foster in the ribs, somehow aware he was unable to identify which one was which. The three pilots were silent, although Foster thought he heard a faint chorus of ‘Thank you.”

      Retha returned her attention to Blossom and Rudy. All the while, the three pilots were fully focused on the conversations.

      “Blossom, I think you can tell your people to return to their homes, don’t you?”

      “Retha, yes, I agree.” He roared at his followers, the blast of sound almost shattering Foster’s eardrums. A cry was repeated across the Grator gathering and picked up by the other three groups. “There. Now, we’ll all go home.”

      “Thank you, Blossom. I’ll come and visit before I leave.”

      “Other Grators want you to visit, too,” added Blossom. “You and Foster will be very busy. Big parties.”

      “Indeed.” She trod on Foster’s foot. “Foster especially.” She turned to Rudy. “What about you and your people?”

      The Rebear snorted. “We didn’t even get to fight. We also must have a party to celebrate peace and the rescue of our governor. All Rebears from all corners. You and Foster guests of honor.” He looked at Cee. “Include Captain Bridger, also.”

      Retha nodded her head. “Done.”

      Foster said, “I would be honored to meet more Rebears.”

      Cee said, “I’ll look forward to the party.”

      “And get drunk again.” Rudy rumbled his laugh. “It will do you good.”

      “I remember the last time. It took me a week to recover.”

      “Next time, two weeks.”

      Retha grinned, Foster held his head, and Rudy laughed.

      Cee said to her two companions, “I told you.”

      Retha said to Rudy, “We’ll organize details. It won’t be this trip; however, I promise we’ll be available next time.”

      Rudy laughed again. “Good. Diplomat’s promise. And governor’s. Will be major party, best ever on Elsinore.”

      He lifted the drum off his shoulder and pounded a beat. The rhythm was picked up by his Rebear followers and repeated until it was sounding across all groups. He said, “Farewell, Princess. We’ll talk soon, Foster. Party time.” The Rebear headed away, matching his steps to the beat, almost dancing. The other Rebear groups had already turned away to head back to their tribal regions.

      Foster stood and watched. Thousands of Rebears had picked up the beat and were dancing with Rudy as they followed him.

      “I almost don’t believe it. They’ve been listening to my music,” he said, his voice soft.

      Retha placed her hand on Foster’s shoulder. “You should be pleased. You’ve added to the local culture.”

      “We can look forward to a wild party or two.” He turned to the fort’s duty officer. “I think now you’ll be able to return to normal.”

      Cee protested, “You mean except for explaining the damage to Command HQ and requesting an allocation of funds to rebuild?” Her frown created deep furrows across her forehead.

      “I’ll add a report and recommendation,” Retha said.

      Cee sighed, “You have no idea how much that will help. We’re using everything we can to build temporary accommodation. A second wild storm would wipe us out.”

      Foster coughed. Cee looked at him and said, “Yes?”

      He partially hid his face for a moment. “I—how should I say this? Um—I acquired all the equipment used by the original contractors when they completed their construction work. There are replicators you can use; the Rebears left enough logs to feed the machines—they’re large, commercial units. I’ll rent it all to you for a very small fee.”

      Cee, making fists, said, “You won’t survive to collect a fee. Give me a list and how soon can you get it here?”

      “Send your people and some transport over tomorrow. There’s six or eight trailers, depending on what you want.”

      Cee shook her head. “I’ll admit, you’re making our recovery easier. Retha, will you include this in your recommendation? I’ll follow our Command HQ rules, needless to say. Getting the equipment for nothing makes it a whole lot easier.”

      “For nothing?” Foster’s voice sounded as though he was being strangled. “I’ve been falsely accused, arrested, thrown into your dungeons, shot at, and now you want charity. Damn.”

      Retha reached out and took hold of Foster’s elbow. “Cee, you take his other arm. We’ll buy him lunch and send him on his way.”

      Foster was accompanied back to the temporary mess tent by Retha and Cee, escorted by the other two officers. He was silent at first, while Cee and Retha chattered to each other as though he was not there. After a minute or so he tried to appeal to Train; however, the marine told him he was on his own. The young lieutenant simply giggled.
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      Retha later accepted Foster’s dinner invitation issued when they’d all finished lunch, after which Foster headed back to his castle. She arrived at sunset, the orange glow spreading across the sky, a typical Elsinore event. The Grators sensed her presence as she approached and roared their welcome well before she arrived in a borrowed half-track. Foster had dropped his defensive screens around the house and adjacent buildings and waited for her on the front verandah. Beforehand, he’d explained to the three small pilots the evening was for him and Retha to enjoy in private; they seemed to understand.

      “Grators are the best alarm you could have. Deafening. By the way, it’s time you did some work on your road.”

      “I’d get too many visitors. Tell Blossom you appreciate the welcome. They’ll quieten. Think at him; he’ll pick up your thoughts. We’ll walk over and talk with them for a few minutes.”

      “Visitors are good for you. He said yes, come on, let’s go.” Retha tugged at Foster’s arm and he staggered slightly when he missed a step. She looked down, frowned when she detected his artificial leg and examined Foster in more detail. She tugged his arm again, this time more gently. “Come on. We can talk as we go. I have another assignment for you. First, though, I’ve arranged a full session for you in the CrockDoc, once you board my interceptor. While I think about it, shuttle lift off is scheduled for midday tomorrow.”

      “Are you implying I’m a crock?”

      “Of course,” she paused, “not.” She bumped his hip. “The little lieutenant was prepared to test you.”

      “Very young.”

      “I note you didn’t say too young.”

      “Huh. You staying the night?”

      “Of course.” She bumped his hip again.

      Grators, hundreds of them, lined the edge of the swamp, and more, far too many for Foster to count, were further out. The largest of them, Blossom, waited on dry land.

      Retha said, “Blossom has added to his herd.”

      The Grators roared. Blossom said to both Retha and Foster. “Welcome again, my friends. Ambassador, are you sending our governor away again?”

      “Ambassador? You’re being formal?”

      “Because I asked a formal question.”

      “He’s got you there,” Foster said.

      Retha ignored him. She scratched the Grator’s ear and said, “Blossom, dear friend. Yes, Foster is your governor and we want him to continue in that role. He can do things for us no one else can, so there will be times he has to travel off-planet. We’ll do our best to ensure he always returns. We will maintain a balance.”

      “You will return him to full fitness in your—what—CrockBox? We had to talk to the three pilots to determine its purpose.”

      “CrockDoc,” both Foster and Retha said. Retha continued. “He’ll be in full working order by the time we’re finished with him. I’m authorized to include some military updates, too.”

      Foster raised his eyebrows. He hadn’t heard about any military changes. He hoped Retha was alluding to his neuron network; he’d enjoy having the enhanced functions back in full working order. Retha walked along the edge of the swamp, stopping occasionally to rub an ear or to talk to a female Grator. The males were further offshore, most, if not all, of which were thoroughly cowed by Blossom. An occasional rogue would offer a challenge to the herd boss. If defeat by Blossom was not enough to dissuade the youngster, Blossom could call on Foster to cull his herd of another challenger. Fortunately, those occasions had become less frequent over recent years. He stood beside Blossom, patiently waiting for Retha to complete her PR duties.

      Blossom communicated very softly; it was almost a telepathic murmur, “She’s very good, a fine diplomat and, based on your thoughts, a fine woman for you. Don’t you think it’s time you added her to your retinue? It’s something to think about, you know.”

      Foster slapped the high shoulder of the heavy Grator. “I don’t disagree. It’s something I might consider.”

      Retha on her way back, said, “Consider what?”

      “Confidential.”

      “Huh.” She turned to Blossom, “I believe Foster is going to prepare a marvelous dinner for me.” She ignored Foster’s mutter of MRE and continued, “I will look after your governor. You have a fine herd and your wives are very kind. They wished lots of calves on me and Foster; not something in our future, though.”

      “Someday,” replied Blossom. Hundreds of Grators roared their approval and the sound rippled through the gathered herd.

      Retha gave the Grator boss a last ear rub and taking Foster’s hand, headed back to the house. “They have a single-minded approach. I love them all, though.”

      “It’s their culture. The Rebears are similar except they’re party oriented. The serpents are something else altogether, and one day I may understand them.”

      “You’ve managed to organize a cohesive society of Elsinoreans. At least, far more cohesive compared to their state when you first discovered the planet. Higher levels in the Diplomatic Service continue to be impressed by your achievements and often seek me out for updates. The storm episode will give them food for thought.”

      “Ah—about the storms. Can we kind of slip those details into the back of the files? It was a natural event, I’m sure, and simply fortuitous in its timing.” Foster wore his most serious expression.

      Retha stared long and hard at Foster. She said, “Yes, I see. I have to agree with you. If it wasn’t a natural event—”

      “There’d be teams of annoying researchers—pseudo-xenos—who think the natives are not intelligent, interfering in everything. I’d have to withdraw visas, which would upset lots of GalFed bureaucrats. It could develop into an avalanche and damage the Elsinorean cultures.”

      Retha wrapped her arm around Foster’s waist. “I’ll edit the notes, and ensure we eliminate anything indicating the storm may have been caused by the natives. It would be conjecture anyway, and if someone makes suggestions otherwise, it’s likely they’d be laughed out of their uniforms.”

      As usual, Retha raided Foster’s supplies and prepared their dinner. She enjoyed the opportunity to act as chef, something she couldn’t manage while starship bound. Foster added two bottles of wine; a label he’d picked up while shopping at the conclusion of his last assignment.

      Sitting back, well-fed and with most of the wine consumed, Foster asked, “Well?”

      “Well?” Retha’s smile was accompanied by a small dimple.

      “This could go on, you know. There’s a number of ‘wells’ I can think of.”

      “Give me one.”

      “Well, what are the military updates you’re offering?”

      “Full enhancement.”

      “The second ‘well’. The assignment is going to be that tough?”

      “Oh, I forgot I’d mentioned an assignment. Hmm. Assume it’s the toughest one so far. Add time and distance—we don’t know which systems you’ll visit, or how long this is going to take.”

      “G190 really has disappeared?”

      “Your general is a very cunning psychopath. He left a number of dead bodies on the planet. Fortunately, he didn’t kill any of the civilian population. He’s got enough resources to function as a pirate, or war lord, or take over a wealthier planet. Or all of that. We don’t know where to start.”

      Foster reflected on the challenge. He said, “Albert, what was the last address you found for our missing general’s companies?”

      “One of his companies lodged an appeal following your rejection of its first appeal. It was from an address in Port Arthur, located on Silhouette, in the Abercrombie System, Sector 25. That was three months ago. I—you—rejected the second appeal a month ago. I expect to receive more correspondence.”

      Foster remembered the list of names Albert had provided and asked Albert to transmit a copy to Retha. They both silently read through the list.

      “Whoa!”

      “Hell!”

      They both stopped on the same name. Retha and Foster stared at each other, realization dawning slowly.

      Retha said, “Interesting.”

      Foster said, “Maybe I won’t need to travel far, after all.”

      “He wants Elsinore?”

      Alfred said, “With the additional information I’ve—ah—borrowed from your interceptor AI, I calculate the probability to be one hundred percent.”

      “Damn. Double damn. I instructed Susie to ignore Alfred’s pleas for news. Foster, you must constrain your spies, at least, when I’m here.”

      Foster shrugged. “Nothing to do with me. Alfred runs his own network of—ah—information gatherers and occasionally provides me with a snippet of gossip, probably to stop me interfering. The process is ideal, as far as I’m concerned. Plausible whatever you call it. Now—the general?”

      “You’re hired. Your fee structure. Add a higher risk premium. Accelerated CrockDoc treatment starts tomorrow, once you board the Annette. No, I didn’t name my interceptor. It’s a rebuild, very good, I’d love to have a fleet of them at my command. Question—do we need to recruit more resources?”

      “I think any more business can wait until I’m on your ship tomorrow.”

      Retha kissed Foster on the cheek. “Works for me.”

      “Alfred, run Privacy Cloak Class A.” He reached out to Retha and drew her close.

      Closer.
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      Foster woke well before dawn and helped Retha prepare a quick breakfast. She wanted access to comms equipment at the fort, assuming it was in working order, and if her report was accepted, the fort rebuild would commence immediately, using Foster’s equipment. They had agreed both speed and construction strength were paramount and Retha wanted the necessary authorizations.

      After Retha departed for the fort, Foster spent almost an hour defining and agreeing plans with Albert and the three pilots. The Elsinoreans provided details of the contact made by Major-General Brewster’s representative, gradually understanding the harm their activities could cause the planet and its people. Their expressions were surprisingly communicative; their dejection unmistakable.

      He comforted them, explaining he couldn’t expect them to cope with interstellar politics and that even he had been fooled. They gradually brightened as Albert conveyed details of how Foster planned to handle the situation.

      He checked the time. There was still an hour or more before sunrise and two hours before the fort’s personnel arrived to collect the construction equipment he had promised. Albert had instructions to direct the teams to the storage unit where they could easily hook up the trailers to their tractor units for their transfer back to the fort. An earlier call to Cee ensured a squad of armed military personnel accompanied the crews; they were a protection detail, in case, they were told, Elsinoreans wanted to protest the fort’s re-construction activities.

      Foster headed back to bed. Their plan was simple. He’d be asleep, with one of the pilots assuming an apparent jockey’s position when he woke. Of course, his and Retha’s success depended on actions of another person, something which they couldn’t guarantee. As a result, there was an element of hit and miss to their planning. If this time their suspect didn’t take steps towards self-exposure, there would be future opportunities.

      He woke with a headache and blurred vision. He tried to sit up. Nothing happened. He messaged Albert. “Tell Gem to ease off. I need to be able to react.” The pilot’s arms were wrapped around his head and its hands were against his temples. Its legs hung down either side of his neck. He sensed a nervous communication of some kind from the palms of the small Elsinorean.

      After a few seconds, Foster sat up and blinked his eyes. His vision cleared although with a slight overlay. Lieutenant Jenny Dreyfus was seated on a chair some seven or eight feet away from his bed. He ignored the blaster she was pointing at him. He looked around the room. Two pilots were seated at the end of his bed, their expressions concerned. Foster shook his head. He realized he was reading details of the lieutenant’s body temperature and possibly more.

      “Wha—” he managed to croak.

      “Ah, how the mighty have fallen.”

      “Not—” his articulation problem was not feigned. He wondered for a moment whether the pilots were trying to fully control him. He coughed. His throat was dry. He tried again.

      “I doubt I have fallen,” he said. “Indeed, I’m now more in control.”

      Jenny laughed; the tone somewhat different to her previous giggles. “Oh, I doubt it. I made arrangements with that old serpent chief. He promised me the pilots would control you. And look, guess what’s happened.”

      Foster hoped Albert was recording this, sound and image, and transmitting it to Retha and also to Blossom, Rudy, and Princess Lette. “I’m surprised. I didn’t think Elsinoreans were susceptible to bribes.”

      “I managed to find one. The locals thought I was acting on your behalf. It was easy—I overlaid Albert’s transmissions with what I wanted to communicate, the same as I am now.”

      Foster shrugged. It was easy to feign defeat. “Why? Who are you working for?”

      This time the giggle returned, “For myself. For my family. Oh, that includes my grandfather, Major-General Brewster.” She giggled again. “He’ll be so pleased to hear I’ve cornered you. First, though, stand up and walk across the room.” When Foster stalled, the lieutenant added, “Oh, don’t be modest. I’ve seen naked men before.” She waved the blaster. “Do as I order.”

      Foster staggered to his feet and walked as indicated, his gait slightly unsteady. It was part pretend and part because Gem was still in partial control mode. It was something he and Retha had discussed; there was a possibility that once Gem or any of the pilots was placed in a control position, their behavior would be automatic, reflexive of their normal state of taking cooperative control of their beast. As it were. He stopped a shudder.

      He returned to the bed and flopped down. He had been watched, step by step, by Alpha and Beta. He was relieved there was no sense of a threat from either pilot.

      “Very good. What other proof—I wonder. Get dressed. Don’t dislodge your jockey. You can return to the fort with me. Oh, the other pilots will come, too. I’m sure I can find a use for them.”

      Foster did as instructed, his actions clumsy. He’d decided to not fight for control. Although, again he requested Albert to instruct his pilot to ease off the mental commands. He wondered what was happening outside his house. He’d heard, through the fog of sleep, vehicles arrive, so fort personnel should be hitching up the trailers. He wondered—

      “Hurry up. You don’t need to look pretty. Pilot, go faster.”

      He sensed Gem struggle with the command from the lieutenant and realized she had the ability to communicate directly with the pilot; apparently her military enhancement was capable of a wider range of functions than he had expected.

      Jenny waved the blaster. “Come on. There’s a vehicle waiting to take us to the fort.”

      Foster was purposely unsteady as he made his way to the front door. He halted a couple of times, indicating a conflict with his pilot’s instructions. He opened and stepped through the front door, onto the verandah. His sigh of relief was almost audible.

      Rows of Rebears, Grators and Ouros stood, totally silent, their attention fully on him and then on Lieutenant Dreysus. He could sense the force they wielded. He watched as Dreysus slowly collapsed to the floor, the blaster falling from her hand, her eyes fluttering and then closing. A pilot, possibly Alpha, jumped onto her back.

      Foster lifted Gem from the back of his neck and lowered him—or her—he still wasn’t sure—to the ground. The small native Elsinorean looked up, her message clear and her expression pleading forgiveness. He patted her head. “It’s okay. I understand.”

      Gem hugged his leg—the good one—and joined Beta.

      Foster looked out at the gathered Elsinoreans. “Thank you for again coming to my rescue.”

      Rudy said, via Albert, “It was, in a lot of ways, our fault. We were far too confident our people would never succumb to the wiles of humans.”

      Princess Lette hissed. She said, also via Albert, “One of ours was a traitor. I apologize most humbly. It has been dealt with. An example to all Elsinoreans.”

      “Thank you. I’ll work with you to establish safeguards to prevent a repeat.”

      Jenny Dreysus—Foster thought her rank would not survive for long—was stirring. As she began to sit up, Alpha clasped his hands around her head and wound his feet together under her chin. Fear filled her face as she began to understand what was happening. She moaned and stood; her movements hesitant. The other two pilots watched carefully and, Foster thought, with a degree of envy.

      Later, in the shuttle heading towards the waystation, Retha asked, “Were you concerned?”

      “Bloody right I was. The temptation to control is extremely powerful in these jockeys—pilots. Look at how the other two are watching our prisoner and her pilot—see the envy?” He indicated the about to be ex-lieutenant, who was seated in an opposite row.

      Retha shuddered. “There’s an unexpected danger on Elsinore and it requires further investigation. We cannot allow humans to be possessed in this manner. It’s—inhuman.”

      Foster shrugged. “My paradise planet has unexpected stingers. Jenny will help us identify a solution.”

      “After, of course, we deal with the missing general.”

      “Of course.”
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      Zag was happy as a solitary bounty hunter, but Zig was determined to make him see her worth or die trying. Or maybe kill them both. He wasn’t sure.
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      Zag slid through the darkened corridors, his shoulders hunched and his boots scraping quietly on the rusted grates that made up the deck. His eyes pivoted carefully as he moved, taking in everything around him, searching for the threat he knew to be waiting somewhere in front of him. If he couldn’t escape without triggering an alarm, he was completely and utterly screwed.

      Crouching low at one of the cross corridors so that the meter-long spread of his horns didn’t scrape the ceiling and give away his position, he tested the air with his sensitive Borelian nose.

      All he smelled was the mild ozone put off by his ship’s electrical systems, the vaguely rancid odor of lubricated parts, and the stink of fear wafting off him. All of that left a nasty taste in his mouth and reminded him that he needed to hire a cleaning-and-maintenance crew to go over Razor sometime soon.

      He paused, listening closely to the area around him. All he heard was the soft whir of the life-support system. It also needed cleaning, but at least the mechanisms were working as designed.

      The girl was good. Better than he’d expected, but he wasn’t going to let that put him off. He was an experienced bounty hunter, and no street kid was going to beat him on his own ship. He knew the old girl better than his unexpected guest, and today he’d prove it.

      The lights over his head produced only a dim glow. Not even enough to cast a shadow. One more thing for him to fix on this flying wreck when he had the time and money.

      He took one additional step forward but stopped when he spotted just the faintest glint of something metallic near the floor. He bent and found a wire running across the corridor. His hyperalert senses had warned him just in time to avoid the girl’s trap.

      With as much care as he’d give a real bomb, he knelt to examine it more closely. She’d coated the wire with something dark, but it hadn’t fully taken, giving him a chance to see it before he triggered whatever it was attached to.The almost-invisible strand led to a small access panel set at floor level. He started to look inside to see what it did but then realized that the panel might be trapped as well. That would be just like her.

      Zag carefully stepped over the wire, smug in his victory, and focused on minimizing the noise his boots made as he continued. He was almost to the airlock, and he could almost taste victory.

      That’s when a panel in the ceiling dropped open just behind him and a wildcat pounced onto his shoulders, gripping his horns tightly as she wrapped her legs around his neck and shrieked.

      Zag straightened, forgetting for one crucial instant that his ship had originally been designed for humans, not Borelians, and slammed his horns into the ceiling with stunning force.

      The pain made him stagger, but he still tried shaking the girl off. No dice. The little pest wouldn’t let go, no matter what he did.

      “Eight seconds!” she crowed. “I win!”

      “This is not a rodeo,” he grumbled as he sighed and stopped struggling. “That’s a human perversion. Let go of me before I hurt you.”

      “You’re not going to hurt your new partner, Zag” she crooned in his ear. “I won. Admit it.”

      With a sigh, he gave in to the inevitable. “You win. We’re partners.”

      Pain exploded in his left ear as she twisted it sharply. “You left out my name. Say it!”

      “Zig! You’re Zig, you little wasp!”

      She released his ear and dropped nimbly to the deck behind him, dusting her ship suit off with her hands as he turned to face her morosely. The girl was short for a human, which made sense since she hadn’t yet transitioned from child to adult. He’d mistaken her for a male child on the cusp of puberty when they’d first met, curse the day.

      “See? That wasn’t so hard,” she said with a grin. “Now, where’s this bar you were heading for? It was a bar, right? It’s always a bar with you. I’m going too. I want to see everything.”

      He rubbed his ear, trying to soothe the stinging in his sensitive cartilage. “You can’t go into a bar. They have rules about that kind of thing.”

      She shot him a scornful look. “As if I’d want to drink that crap. Booze is gross. I just want to see what the place looks like. Get an idea of the kind of people we’ll be associating with.”

      He started to tell her that those weren’t the kind of people she wanted to be around, and then he remembered she’d been a street rat when he’d picked her up. Or perhaps he should say, when they’d run for their lives back on Norvas.

      Rather than heading for the main airlock, he stared up at the hatch she’d dropped through, peered inside, and found it wasn’t for maintenance access. Hell, it was barely big enough for the girl to fit inside. The recessed space held what looked like old cargo mesh. The hatch itself was peculiar. It didn’t seem to have any obvious latches on the outside.

      “What’s this?” he asked, turning toward Zig. He might as well get used to using the name she’d chosen for herself, since she’d refused to tell him what her real name was. He couldn’t exactly complain, considering that Zag hadn’t been his original name, either.

      “A concealed compartment used for smuggling,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “That’s the smallest one I’ve found thus far, but it was big enough to hold me. It was also on the most likely path between your cabin and the airlock.”

      Her nose crinkled. “You really need to straighten your cabin up and wash your clothes. They stink.”

      “Stay out of my quarters,” he said firmly, vowing to upgrade his locks in the vain hope that he could keep her from snooping.

      “It’s not like I have quarters of my own,” she grumbled. “You’re hogging them all.”

      There was some truth to that. He’d had all the cabins converted into a single large space, more suitable to someone his size when he’d claimed Razor as a bounty payment back when he’d just started out. Since he’d been a loner, that hadn’t been an issue until just recently.

      “Where have you been sleeping?” he asked curiously. He really should’ve already known the answer to that question already, but he’d been sulking. Time to act like an adult.

      “Engineering,” she said with a shrug. “There’s enough space to use a corner of the shop for a crash spot.”

      He made a mental note to see what could be worked out and then returned his attention to the smuggler’s compartment. “I had this ship searched during the first refit, and they gave me a map of all the original smuggler’s hiding places. This one isn’t on it.”

      She smiled up at him, her hands on her hips. “Whoever you had search this ship wasn’t that good, because I found a couple of compartments that still had stuff in them.”

      He felt a little bit of alarm at that. The previous owner had had a reputation for carrying all sorts of inconvenient cargoes that Zag wanted nothing to do with.

      “I’m going to want you to bring those cargoes out so I can take a good look at them, and then you can tell me exactly where these compartments are,” he said with a sigh. “Is there anything illegal enough that it’s going to get us into really deep crap if someone finds it?”

      The look she gave him was so filled with innocence that he knew it had to be fake. “I haven’t looked at the exact contents in the boxes. It’s probably nothing to worry about.”

      “You expect me to believe that?” he demanded, snorting his audible disbelief loudly. “You used to run a gang of thieving street kids. Don’t play that kind of game with me. You’re my partner now, aren’t you?”

      Zig scowled. Then after about ten seconds, she sighed. “Fine. There’s some stuff that neither one of us wants to have anything to do with. Some of the other stuff is just valuable, small, and mostly just questionable. The places I found were hidden really well. If you didn’t have a knack for looking for something like that, you’d never find it.”

      He wanted to lecture her on the morality of the situation but then realized it was far too soon to do that. Until just recently, she’d been a thief and probably other crap as well. She was going to have to learn what he found acceptable and what level of breaking the law he was comfortable with before he could tell her where the line was.

      Making her recognize that on her own was going to be a challenge, but it was one that he couldn’t avoid. Most of his people would say that he didn’t really have any honor, not after he’d left home the way he had, but he believed in keeping his word. That was what the reputation of a bounty hunter was based on. Now that he’d told her that she was his partner, that was the way it was. Dammit.

      He pushed the hatch closed and latched it quietly. He could see the thin lines that surrounded it, but it looked like the patterning throughout the rest the ship. If he hadn’t seen it open with his own eyes, he’d never have known it was there. He also had no idea how to open it back up. Which was kind of how smugglers cubbies were supposed to work.

      Well, that was a problem for later. He had a man to meet and a bounty to collect. He could probably slip Zig into the bar, but the employer wasn’t going to talk in front of her. For that matter, she wasn’t exactly dressed to be in a bar.

      Though now that he thought about it, a ship suit like she was wearing might be the best option. She was scrawny for a human, but if she was dressed in what looked like a uniform, perhaps some people would assume that she was just small for her size. That would probably work, as long as she kept her mouth shut.

      “We’ll talk about this later,” he finally said. “Right now, I want to lay down a few ground rules for this trip. I’m meeting a man to collect some money he owes me for a bounty, and he’s not exactly the kind of fellow that’s comfortable talking business in front of strangers. If you’re going to be in the bar, you’re going to have to blend in.”

      She outright laughed in his face. Well, up toward his face. He was large for his species and gender, while she was small for her age, gender, and species. The difference in size and height was… dramatic.

      “I’ve been blending in my entire life,” she almost chortled. “Trust me when I say that nobody is going to give me a second glance. You just take care of your business and let me worry about backing you up.”

      Perfect. Now she thought she was his backup. This was not an auspicious beginning to their partnership.
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      “Where exactly are we going?” she asked as they headed toward the ramp that led from Razor down onto the landing pad. She had the gall to actually bounce as she walked.

      He did his best to ignore her projected cheerfulness—it might be real, considering how she’d gotten her way—and added a little clomp to his own steps to make sure she knew how annoyed he was. Which probably only made her more cheerful.

      “A bar called The Drain. It’s not exactly what I’d call a high-class establishment. You’re more likely to find a smuggler there than an upstanding local businessman. Though now that I think about it, the two are probably one and the same in this city.”

      She shook her head and grinned. “Once again, you’re talking my kind of place, though I never got to hang out with any smugglers. My circle mostly included pickpockets and low-end burglars. It’s going to be nice seeing people a step up from my usual crowd.”

      He arrived at the ramp, grabbed the handle to activate the mechanism, and pulled it. The lock opened fine, but the ramp stuck halfway down, just like it had the last two times he’d used it. He supposed he’d need to get it fixed. Just one more thing.

      “I’ll take a look at that when we get back,” Zig said. “I’m pretty good with machines that don’t work right. Probably got it from hanging around all the mechanics where my accidental sperm donor used to work. Back before he crossed the wrong person and got himself killed.”

      That was the first time she’d mentioned anything about her past. Of course, they’d only been together for a little while, but she didn’t seem like the kind of person that willingly shared personal details. After all, she hadn’t even told him what her real name was. She’d insisted on getting a new one that was just a play off his own.

      Oh, he got it. She thought she was being funny, and he supposed she probably was. If it had happened to someone else, he definitely would’ve found it hilarious.

      “How old were you when he died?” Zag asked as he stepped out onto the ramp and jumped up and down to get it going again. Once it resumed moving, it lowered to the ground without any further issues.

      “Why did you get exiled from Borel?” she asked in return. “I’ll show you mine, if you’ll show me yours.”

      “Considering your age, you shouldn’t even know what that means. Also, different species, so not my thing.”

      She laughed. “When you grow up on the streets, you learn all sorts of things that society disapproves of. And before you ask, yes, I was on the street before my biological father died. He wasn’t a very decent sort of guy, if you know what I mean.

      “Also, no, he didn’t molest me, since I know that’s what you’re going to think next. He was just a self-centered jerk that ignored me after my mother died. He was more interested in boozing and gambling than that inconvenient daughter he’d created with a prostitute without the gumption to insist on protection.”

      The two of them walked down the ramp and into the landing pit. Like most spaceports around the known galaxy, smaller ships landed inside pits to contain the exhaust from their landing jets. That protected the ships around them and any people traveling through the spaceport.

      The containment walls on Zig’s home world had been made from sand mixed with other compounds to turn it into a sort of cheap stone. The ones on this world were made from wood backed by dirt.

      Zig walked over to the nearest wall and ran her hand along a log that had been stripped of bark. There also seemed to be some kind of clear coating to keep the wood from rotting. From her expression, he doubted she’d ever seen a tree.

      “What’s this?” she asked curiously, confirming his guess.

      “It’s called a log. Basically, it’s part of a large plant that grows on most worlds. They make for decent, if primitive, building materials. The area you grew up in was a desert, so it didn’t have vegetation like that. From what I remember about your world, it might not have had trees at all.”

      She stared at the logs and shook her head. “It seems… wasteful.”

      Zag laughed. “Nature is as nature does. Come on.”

      He led her toward the ramp leading out of the pit. Unlike on her world, there wasn’t someone waiting to shake them down. This place was a little more welcoming of visitors.

      They came out into the spaceport itself. If the logs had amazed her, the view surrounding them was bound to overwhelm her.

      Zig froze, her eyes darting around them at the tall stands of trees just outside the spaceport. They seemed to reach up to the sky, and the boles were at least twice as thick as he was tall. They must be old growth. He supposed they were useful in shielding the city beyond from the sounds of ships coming and going.

      His companion’s eyes moved over to the lake beside the spaceport and bulged. The water was a pale blue and stretched for at least half a kilometer before it reached the other shore, which hosted even larger trees, if he was judging their size correctly.

      Small boats were out on the water, zipping back and forth using large sails to catch the wind. People were swimming and diving from floating platforms, and he could hear their shouts of laughter. They seemed to be having a great time.

      The scent of the trees, water, and rich dirt made a welcome change from the recycled air aboard Razor. That reminded him that he needed to swap the air filters, though that would do little to ease the smell. Ships as old as his developed unique character as they aged, and the smell was part of that.

      “The people on this planet are idiots,” Zig muttered almost too softly for him to hear.

      He stared down at her and raised an eyebrow. “Would you care to explain that rather unexpected though likely accurate judgment?”

      “Don’t they know how rare water is?” she asked, swinging her arm to encompass the entirety of the lake. “How can they waste so much of it? It’s got to be contaminated now. People are thrashing around in it. They probably pee in it too.”

      He laughed, trying to keep his mirth in check for a moment and then giving up. The way she narrowed her eyes said she didn’t find the situation as humorous as he did.

      “You think this is funny?” she asked, her voice low and flat. “Safety isn’t a laughing matter. They could poison people with that kind of behavior. Where are the security goons that should be arresting them? For once, I’d even approve.”

      That only made him laugh harder, until she kicked him in the shin. The sudden pain made him grunt while he hopped up and down, holding onto his ankle and trying to avoid falling over.

      “What the hell was that for?” he demanded.

      “Don’t mock me.”

      “Come on, Zig, I’m not making fun of you. Much. This is a different world. You grew up where water was scarce. Here, it’s plentiful. Hell, on other worlds, it covers the majority of the surface.

      “People don’t get sick from consuming this water because it’s filtered and purified before it goes into the city. They’ve got plenty to spare for recreation.”

      He bent over, rubbing his aching leg. That brought his head down to her level. “Not all planets are like yours, so you can’t judge them all based only on what you know about your home world. That’s just being lazy and provincial. You have to learn the context and absorb each one as something new.

      “That’s part of being a bounty hunter, you know. You travel from world to world, and all of them are different in one way or another. Sometimes bizarrely so. You’ve just got to accept that and educate yourself.”

      She considered his words for a few seconds and then slowly nodded. “I can see this is going to be more complex than I thought. I’ll think about that, and I’m sorry for kicking you. This time.”

      Since that was the first time she’d apologized for anything, he wasn’t going to waste the opportunity to reinforce her good behavior. “You’re very welcome. Now come on, we’ve got to go through those trees and into the city itself. Wait until you see them close up. They’re amazing.”
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      The exterior of The Drain was even more decrepit than Zag had remembered. He was surprised that—even in this neighborhood—someone didn’t complain about the eyesore. The one thing that hadn’t changed was the large bouncer who stood beside the front door. Oh, the bouncers changed, but they were all large and intimidating, at least to people smaller than him.

      This guy was almost as large as Zag. The name of his species eluded him, but he looked like a large, blue-scaled lizard standing on its hind legs. His mouth held far too many teeth for Zag to feel comfortable, and that muscular tail certainly looked as if it would make a good weapon in a fight.

      “So, exactly how are you planning on getting past that guy?” Zag asked his small companion.

      The girl laughed. “Just watch how a pro does it. You make your way in, and I’ll handle myself.” With that, she headed toward the bar’s main entrance.

      Zag shrugged and followed in her wake. He knew the exact moment the bouncer realized he was headed for the bar because the being stiffened slightly and focused his attention fully on him.

      That’s when the brilliance of Zig’s plan became clear. With the guard’s eyes firmly latched on a potential threat, he barely noticed as she stepped past him and into the bar. After all, she wasn’t a risk. Not even close.

      He was.

      When Zag got close, the bouncer stuck his arm out and blocked the way. “We’re closed.”

      Zag raised an eyebrow, making a motion of cupping his ear and listening to the thrumming music and sounds of shouts and drinking that he could clearly hear through the open door.

      “Not only did you just let someone else in, I can hear everyone drinking. If I tilt my head a little bit to the side, I’d wager I can see them drinking.”

      “We’re closed to you,” the being said, emphasizing the last word.

      Zag cast his memory back and tried to remember if he’d ever gotten into a fight in this particular bar. He didn’t think so. He’d only been here a couple of times, and those had been for business. The owner occasionally put out bounties for folks that owed him significant gambling debts and then decided to relocate without settling up.

      “I’m just here to see Cavell about a bounty. If you don’t want the Bounty Hunter’s Guild to make an issue of this, then I suggest you step aside and let me in while you call your boss. I’d wager it would piss him off if no one accepts any of his bounty contracts going forward.”

      The bouncer scowled, which was almost comical on his reptilian face, but stepped back after a few seconds and grunted. “Fine. You can go in, but if you get into a fight, I’m going to smash my tail right through that thick skull of yours. Do you understand me, Borelian?”

      “I hear you.” Which wasn’t the same thing as agreeing to behave.

      With that, Zag stepped into the bar a few paces and let the environment wash over him. It was just as bad as it had been the last time.

      The reek of people in desperate need of a good hosing down was only one small part of the stench. There was also the sour odor of spilled beer and the acrid smoke that floated over the denizens of this blighted cave.

      The lighting was too dim to see any of them clearly. Zag was willing to wager that plenty of deals took place in the dark corners he couldn’t quite see and that the dark environment was a feature, not a bug.

      There was some kind of music blaring from speakers desperately in need of replacement or tuning. Mixed in with that was loud conversation, occasional shouts, and at least one fistfight taking place in the corner. No one seemed to care about the brawling, other than the people egging them on and placing bets over the outcome.

      Something in the air made his skin feel greasy and stung his eyes. Not the smoke. Something coming from the kitchen. He shuddered at the thought of actually eating anything cooked in there.

      Having taken in his surroundings, he looked around for Zig. Considering how dark it was, he wasn’t surprised when he failed to locate her. It was as if she’d vanished.

      He supposed that was a talent she’d had to develop as a pickpocket. Being able to vanish on command was an important survival skill in that trade.

      Part of him felt guilty about bringing a child into a place like this. Even though the girl had lived on the streets of her home world and had stolen from others for a living, this place was vile.

      Whether she knew it or not, Zig was in over her head. He had the size and strength to fight when the time came. What was she going to do when push inevitably came to shove? She’d just end up the victim of some predator like Cavell and his goons.

      Well, all he could do was try to convince her that being a bounty hunter was not the smartest career choice. And to start doing that, he needed to finish his business here and collect the money he was owed.

      While he was considering the place, the bouncer had walked over to the bar and was speaking to a human behind it. The human was peculiar. He only had one arm, and half of his face looked like it had been through a meat grinder. Strangely, the look worked for him.

      His one good eye pivoted from the bouncer to Zag and narrowed. He shook his head slightly, so the bouncer said something else that garnered a slow nod. With that accomplished, the lizard man made his way back over to the door and stopped next to Zag.

      “The boss will meet you at his table by the kitchen. Remember, no trouble, or I bash your skull in.”

      “I’ll be on my best behavior,” Zag assured him as he started toward the back of the bar.

      The table next to the so-called kitchen was always reserved for the owner. He liked to see what was going on in his place without actually getting up close and personal with the people that frequented it. Probably a smart call.

      As Zag approached the table, the kitchen doors swung open, and Cavell stepped out. He was a bulky humanoid with dark-red skin and four arms. Four very muscular arms.

      His chest was bare except for a leather harness that seemed to be more for appearance than actually carrying anything useful. He wore leather pants that were far too tight. He probably thought they made him look sexy, but Zag thought the man needed to lose a few kilos to even make that a possibility.

      Cavell took a seat without offering one to him. “You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here. I oughta have my boys throw you back out the front door. What’s this about a bounty? That’s bullshit. And yes, I used that word on purpose, simply because of who you are, Zag. I don’t owe you crap.”
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      Zag grinned at the man. “You put a bounty out on one of your gamblers who skipped without paying his tab. Let me refresh your memory since it’s been a while. His name is Aaron Dabrowski, a human weasel that frequented your fine establishment about a year ago.

      “It took me a while to locate the planet he’d run off to, but I finally found him. Once I did, I turned him over to the locals, and he should be on his way back here even as we speak. Here’s the paperwork.”

      Cavell took the folded sheet of paper Zag pulled out of his vest pocket and slid across the table. He scowled as his eyes scanned down the text even as he raised one of his upper arms over his head and snapped his fingers loudly.

      A large human male in a dark leather jacket, sporting a pistol so big that it was probably compensating for something, stepped out of the kitchen, where he’d obviously been waiting. “Yeah, boss?”

      “We get any word on local security getting their hands on Dabrowski?”

      The human shook his head. “No, boss.”

      Cavell tossed the bounty paperwork back onto the table in front of Zag. “This is the second time you’ve come in here looking to get money out of me when you didn’t finish the job. It’s not happening this time.”

      Zag crossed his arms and shot the man a frown of his own. “What the hell are you talking about? I’ve had valid paperwork every single time, including this one. The Guild rules say—”

      “Screw the Guild rules,” Cavell snarled as he smacked a hand down on the table. “One of your so-called success stories escaped confinement a few months back, before he got here but after I paid you for him.

      “That’s not going to fly this time. From this point forward, the only way you get money out of me is if you march them into my place and hand them over personally.”

      Zag considered the man. “It’s not my fault that somebody else let him get away. You paid me to apprehend these guys, and the law says that I have to hand them over to the closest authority, which I did. Nobody gets to pick where the prisoners go after apprehension. That’s out of my control and yours too. Which still leaves us with the issue of my money.”

      “I don’t see any issue,” Cavell said coldly. “No deadbeat gambler, no money. In fact, you owe me for that last bounty, and you’ll pay up right now, or I’ll have my boys take it out of your hide.

      “And don’t go thinking your size exempts you from my rules. If there’s one thing I take seriously in this world, it’s making sure I get my money.”

      Zag laughed. “There’s no way in hell I’m refunding a bounty that I successfully completed. As far as I’m concerned, it’s you who’d better pay up or suffer the consequences.”

      The red-skinned man grinned, displaying a mouthful of sharp teeth. “Now we’re getting to the interesting stuff. I want to know exactly how you intend to make me give you anything other than a beating.

      “You either pay me now, or I pick up the com after my boys thump you good and have them impound your ship. And at this point, the pounding is no longer optional. You smell like a deadbeat who isn’t going to pay me, and that’s what my therapist calls a trigger, if you know what I mean.”

      Even though they’d been alone, relatively speaking, just a few minutes ago, two additional men materialized behind Zag at the man’s words. One was the lizard man from earlier, and the other one was a humanoid species he wasn’t familiar with. Both big and tough and looked as if they were itching for a fight.

      Zag didn’t particularly care for the odds, but they didn’t intimidate him as much as they probably should have. He liked to fight, so the prospect of a beating didn’t exactly fill him with dread.

      Still, the human with the gun could be a problem. The owner was probably armed too—jokes about his four arms notwithstanding—but he’d risen and backed away from the table.

      “You really want to do this?” Zag asked in a slow drawl. “Paying a bounty is one thing, but paying for the damages I’m likely to inflict on this place and your goons might be more expensive.

      “You should take the easy way out and do what everyone else does. The courts have ways to make sure that the people who let him escape pay back the money you lost. Don’t make this about me. I did my job.”

      Cavell sneered. “I’m not going to waste my time trying to get my money out of those idiots. That takes time and even more money. Why do that when I’ve got you right here?”

      Zag tensed but didn’t lash out. He wanted them to make the first move. When the time came for settling the damages, the person who attacked first was going to end up being responsible for everything, and he didn’t want that to be him, no matter how Cavell had threatened him.

      He thought one of the guards was ready to start things off, but a hooting alarm from somewhere in the kitchen froze everyone in place.

      “What the hell is that?” Zag demanded. “Is there a kitchen fire?”

      “My office!” Cavell shouted, running into the kitchen. “Beat the hell out of that bastard while I deal with whoever’s try to rob me.”
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      When the human went for his pistol, Zag flipped the table toward him. It spun in the air and smashed into the man, sending him staggering back and knocking the pistol from his grasp. It fell with a metallic clatter.

      The lizard man lashed out with his tail, smashing Zag in the back of the head and sending him staggering forward. It was a good thing Borelians had thick skulls, or that one blow might have knocked him unconscious.

      Zag whirled in place, using the threat of his horns to force the lizard man back from the sharp points. He didn’t want to kill him. In fact, it would be better all around if he avoided seriously injuring anyone. Still, he needed the bouncer to back off so he could deal with the other thug before he hit Zag from behind.

      Sadly, the last man had not been idle. From somewhere on his belt, he’d pulled an extending baton and now flicked it open with a loud snick of metal, even as Zag was turning toward him. He lashed out at Zag’s face, and the Borelian only barely managed to bob to the side.

      The side of his head exploded in pain, focused primarily on his left ear. The same one Zig had twisted earlier. Now it really hurt.

      His intention to go easy on the guy evaporated, and Zag lashed out with his fist, smashing the man’s nose flat. Blood sprayed everywhere, including wetly across his own face. The salty, iron taste of blood filled his mouth as the injured man staggered back, cradling his face, and howling in pain.

      The blow had been strong enough to bruise Zag’s knuckles. He might regret that once the swelling started. Then again, he might not.

      The lizard man reminded Zag of his presence by once again lashing out with that idiotic tail of his, this time going low and knocking Zag’s feet out from under him. The blow made him flip in the air and come down hard on his back. The impact explosively blew the air out of his lungs and stunned him.

      Zag tried to roll over but was having trouble getting his body to move. He saw the lizard man raise his tail and send it racing toward his head and jerked his head to the side, hoping it would be enough.

      Before the blow landed, a stream of liquid washed across the lizard man’s face, making him flinch just enough for his tail to slap the floor beside Zag’s head with a thunderous, meaty slap. The bouncer stumbled back, his hands clawing at his eyes as he screamed in pain.

      “Are you going to lie there all day?” Zig asked from somewhere off to the side.

      Zag rolled to his knees and turned his head just in time to catch sight of the furious man with the flat nose swinging his baton at his head again. He managed to get one of his horns in the way and parried the blow. The blow was still enough to make his vision jump.

      He lashed out with his fist again, doubling the man over with a cheap shot to the reproductive organs. That brought the bastard into range for a quick follow-up from Zag’s other fist, a blow that sent the man reeling onto the main floor and into the crowd of people that had gathered to watch the fight.

      Somehow Zag had missed all the screaming, shouting, and passing of bets back and forth over the fight. That was strange. The noise they were making was loud enough that he couldn’t imagine how he’d missed it.

      Zag stood, staggering a little as he turned to face the remaining fighters. The human had regained his feet, wiped the blood out of his eyes, and retrieved his pistol. He now turned it toward Zag but didn’t have a chance to fire before Zig used a clear container to shoot a spray of bubbly liquid across his face.

      This guy didn’t deal with it any better than the bouncer had. He fired his pistol but missed Zag. The shot was more than the drunken bystanders had been expecting, and they screamed, broke, and ran.

      Zag grabbed the chair Cavell had been sitting in earlier, took two steps forward, and smashed it down on the thug’s head as hard as he could. The wood splintered, and the man collapsed without another word.

      The departing crowd revealed the third man lying on the floor, out cold. His baton was nowhere to be seen.

      “Let’s get the hell outta here, kid.” Zag said.

      “You stole my money,” Cavell shrieked as he came out of the kitchen with two pistols in his lower hands. Before the Borelian could even twitch, the man was firing.

      Zag ducked and turned but felt at least one of the bullets graze his left arm in a stinging line that went all the way from his elbow to his shoulder. That was going to leave a mark.

      He expected bullets to slam into his back but only heard a grunt of astonished pain from behind him. He spun and saw that Zig had jammed the bottle she’d used earlier into Cavell’s groin.

      A significant percentage of the local underworld was going to be walking funny over the next couple of days.

      Cavell folded over with the impact. It was questionable whether he’d even seen Zig before she’d struck. She was small and fast.

      Before the gangster could respond to the indignity, Zig brought the bottle down on the top of his head, and it shattered, spraying liquid everywhere but knocking the man to his knees. With him stunned, she swung a satchel she hadn’t had earlier off her shoulder, spun in place twice, and slammed it into his face.

      Cavell pitched backward into the kitchen, leaving only his feet protruding from the door. Feet that weren’t moving.

      Zag took two running steps at the lizard man, who was just getting his eyes clear, and used all his weight and momentum to drop-kick the man into an exterior wall. He expected the thug to bounce off it, but the structure gave way, and the man fell outside the building in a shower of bricks. From what Zag could see, the man was out like his friends.

      Zig slung her new bag back over her shoulder. “Are you just going to stand there looking stupid, or are we going to get the hell out of here?”

      That sounded like excellent advice, so he headed through the newly created exit. It opened into the alley behind the bar and was empty of people. The lizard man was breathing but unconscious.

      When Zig and he left the alley and entered the street, there was pandemonium as people fled the area. There was no sign of security yet, and Zag doubted anyone would tell them what had happened in any case, so he led them out of the area as quickly as possible.

      “How bad is your arm?” the girl asked, a note of concern in her voice.

      A trickle of blood was making its way down his arm to his elbow, so he wiped it off with his other sleeve. No need to give security a reason to stop them.

      “The bullet just grazed me. I’ll give it a closer look when we get back to Razor and off this damned planet. At this rate, we’ll be banned from one end of the galaxy to the other before the year is out. I gotta say, you did better than I thought you’d do backing me up. Thanks.”

      She grinned up at him as they walked quickly through the crowd. These people showed no sign of being disturbed, so they’d gotten clear of the most dangerous area.

      “A lot of people underestimate me,” she said. “That’s okay. It just means I can take advantage of them.”

      “What was that you sprayed them with?”

      “I have no idea. It was behind the bar. Probably something alcoholic with fizz in it.”

      That reminded Zag that there’d been a bartender, and he’d probably had a weapon under the bar. “How did you get it away from the bartender?”

      “He got sprayed first,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t think he even saw me. That stuff is nasty, from the way everybody just fell over screaming. I can’t imagine why you’d drink it.”

      Zag laughed as they entered the spaceport. For once, the ramp on his ship came down without any trouble, and they were quickly back aboard Razor.

      He edged his way through the narrow corridors and up to the cramped bridge. As soon as he’d strapped himself in, he tilted as far to the side as he could so that Zig could get into her jury-rigged acceleration couch. He’d really have to do something about making more space in here, though reconfiguring a bridge would take some saving up.

      A controller answered his request for departure with a bored recitation of the allowed flight corridor and permission to lift as soon as he was ready. Zag wasted no time in doing just that. Fifteen minutes later, they were in space and on the way out to jump distance.

      “Are we going to be in trouble?” Zig asked.

      “Probably not,” he said as he retrieved a cloth from a cubby and wiped the blood away from the long scratch on his arm. “No self-respecting gangster wants to admit that he got taken down in a fight, much less by a kid. He won’t tell security, and after I report him for nonpayment, he’ll get blacklisted by the Bounty Hunter’s Guild. We’ll just avoid coming back this way for a few years.”

      He frowned at her as she pulled the satchel she’d hit Cavell with into her lap. “Where did you get that, and what’s in it?”

      “Our payment. Nobody stiffs us.”

      “You broke into his office and stole his money?” he demanded. “Are you crazy?”

      “Let’s just call the extra damages a penalty for pain and suffering,” she said primly. “He shot you, after all. And that ear is going to need stitches too. Good thing I have some experience there.

      “Besides, when I heard how things were going, his pathetic alarm—which I’d already bypassed, mind you—made a great distraction.”

      With that, she opened the bag and showed him bundles of paper bills and rolls of what looked like gold coins. Some worlds insisted on precious metals for off-world trading. Based on his best guess, Zig had stolen maybe a hundred times the bounty.

      “Holy crap, girl,” he said with a growl. “You can’t just take what you want, not if you expect to work as a bounty hunter.”

      “It’s not stealing if you take it from a criminal,” she said with a smile.

      He buried his face in his hands. How was he going to explain basic morality to a street rat who’d grown up robbing strangers for a living?

      “Of course it is,” he said with a tired sigh. “Cavell won’t tell anyone because it will damage his reputation, but you can’t do this again.”

      “Are you going to give it back?” she asked in an uncertain tone. “It seems a bit late for that.”

      “If I thought it would do any good, I would. It won’t, so we’ll keep it as an object lesson for Cavell. He’ll send someone after us, legal or not. We might as well accept that that’s how this is going to play out, but you have to promise me that you’ll never do this again. That’s not how partners behave.”

      Her smile lit up the bridge. “You finally said it. We’re partners.”

      “You saved my ass. Zag and Zig it is.”

      She frowned. “The word is zigzag. Everyone knows that. We’re Zig and Zag.”

      “I’m the bounty hunter because you’re not old enough, so that means my name goes first.”

      “We’ll see about that,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest with a huff. “Mark my words, I’ll win this fight too.”

      Deep down, he already knew she was right, at least as far as nicknames went. His friends, enemies, and associates would cheerfully refer to them that way, just to get under his skin. That didn’t mean he’d go down without an argument, though.

      The idea didn’t bother him nearly as much as he’d have expected. The kid would make a good partner. She’d had his back when it had counted.

      All he’d have to do was civilize her a little. Okay, a lot. That would be a huge pain in the ass, but his solo days were over.

      He found himself looking forward to what came next, even though he knew he’d be bickering with her over their name for at least the next few hours. One didn’t show weakness in a spot like this, and he liked fighting, even the verbal kind.

      Zig and he would get along great. He just knew it.
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      Drab, roomy, gray. That’s all Chance could say about the space he and his 83 subordinates occupied. The original number of the humanform automaton company was 100. Five years of war will cull any unit. His positron brain remembered every soldier under his command. Those who gave their lives fighting the Colonial rebellion had a special place deep in his memory.

      Never forget. Never erase.

      He should count his outfit lucky. Some ‘normal’, flesh-and-bone units suffered casualties over 90 percent. The automatons fought to the end in the most harrowing sections of the front line. 17 souls out of 100 weren’t bad odds, the higher-ups scoffed at him. Generals with real blood in their veins had no compassion for the ‘fighting robots’; all they wanted from the humanforms was to keep fighting and winning at any price. Nobody cared for the plight of the automaton.

      But when your losses can’t be replaced, when every soldier under your lead is as unique and distinct as you, you can’t help but form a special bond firmer than any human friendship.

      The automatons sat in circles on the floor, each one wearing gray fatigues with a big white letter A emblazoned on the chest and a two-digit number below. Chance’s number was 03. He had never met the numbers 01 and 02. Prototypes, his human masters called them. He preferred another name: forefathers.

      “Major Baron, sir?” a lithe woman approached his circle of seven automatons. She was a tech responsible for patching up many of his fellow brothers and sisters. She had fixed him up a dozen times. Her number was 23 but the Creator named her Alison. “Any news?”

      Chance knew his company. He looked behind Alison; all the eyes fixed on him. The automatons knew how to wait. The concept of impatience was foreign to a machine. Uncertainty wasn’t. With the war finished, the principal purpose of their experimental war unit was achieved.

      “No, Bingham,” he called her by her last name. The Creator insisted they should all have given names and surnames, another semblance of humanity besides their painstakingly accurate human looks.

      “What’s next, sir?”

      “General Acker ordered us to wait.”

      “For what, sir?”

      He’d be blasted if he knew. Hesitation lasted 0.34 of a second, a long time for an automaton. Everyone picked up on it.

      Chance stood up to his full hulking height. For once, the high ceiling allowed him to do this. Most human rooms weren’t designed with space to accommodate his head.

      “Listen up,” his voice carried above the congregation. “As soon as I hear something, you will know. Until then, we wait. No need to send me short straws with desperate questions. No offense, Alison.”

      “None ta-“ The tech fell to the ground without finishing.

      Zachary, the automaton sitting nearest her, grabbed Alison before she hit the deck and lay her down gently. His eyes blinked twice as he scanned her. After he finished, Zachary turned to Chance with fear in his eyes.

      “She’s dead.”
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      The military base on Sledge Island, Alaska, had seen a lot of use in over a hundred years of existence. It had served as a submarine resupply station and a listening outpost, a military prison, training ground, storage for both physical equipment and for data, and an R&D facility. It had been threatened with cuts, it had been shut down, reopened, and reduced in size more times than an average audit agent would find palatable. And now, at its last gasp, it was the place where the humanform automatons came to die.

      Lance Corporal Kerrie Smithers knew deep down in her heart that this soul-sucking assignment was her last. With the Colonial War’s end, Earth Expeditionary Forces were cutting costs. She’d heard of whole units already scrapped, and of corporals like her getting poor man’s send-offs. With barely three years of service, she didn’t qualify for any of the governmental veteran grants. The Earth Council might make a goodwill gesture and pass some one-time security package for people like her. More likely, it would not.

      The army-navy top didn’t care for people like her. Neither did the politicians. This left her depressed and void of compassion, least of all for a bunch of killer robots.

      “That’s a start,” she mumbled to herself when she saw the second automaton fall down. Her job was surveillance - make sure no android broke out from the room downstairs, and that the techies doing the actual shutdown didn’t get into some unforeseen trouble. So far, all was quiet. The robots just stood and waited. Cold sons of… no one, really.

      Will Gates, the nerdy civilian computer engineer with a bushy beard, picked up on her words and thought they were meant for him. “It is. But it’s going to take time.”

      “Why?” she pivoted toward him with a sharpness he didn’t expect. “Two manbots in less than two minutes. That’s a good rate.” She’d been hoping to escape the control room early. A friend was shipping out in the next two hours, along with a bunch of personnel considered unneeded. Kerrie wanted to say goodbye.

      “The system verifies one code, executes, verifies it again, then searches for the next,” Gates waved his hands over a pretty robust computer station.

      “Can’t you speed it up somehow?”

      “Nah. I’d have to stop the process and go digging deep in the source. Maybe she can do something,” Gates’ hand hovered just above the third woman. She was reclining in a dentist chair. Her eyes were closed, and she seemed totally calm, which was a feat when three thick color-coded cables stretched from the back of her skull. They streamed down to the floor and snaked to the back of the room where a big cluster of data servers produced a steady thrum.

      “Don’t touch her,” Kerrie warned him. A stern expression matched the voice she used. “You’re gonna wake her up.”

      Gates chuckled and shook his head, but he took the hand away. “You call this sleep? Oh, this is so cute. She’s inside the Neuronet. That’s as close to sleep as taking a seat on an intercontinental flight is to flying in space.”

      “You ever been to space?”

      “No.”

      “Then shut the hell up and get back to work,” Kerrie growled. She hadn’t been either, but that wasn’t the point. She returned her focus to the surveillance feed, busying her mind with a guess which of the automatons would die next.
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      The shape and scope of the simulation was a surprise to Marjorie Thatcher. She had thought her former superior, and part mentor, Dr. Cromarty, wasn’t particularly skilled with neural constructs. Building neural connections for the automatons had been her job. Her knowledge of the machines was almost as good as his. She’d helped build them. And now she was helping to shut them down. It made her feel like she was betraying Dr. Cromarty’s legacy.

      Standing on top of a rolling ladder, she knew she had assumed wrong. The simulation, albeit limited to one room, was highly detailed. A lot of work had gone to make it seem real.

      It was a library. Four large bookcases formed the walls, with no doors through them. Marjorie thought the design was out of character. She’d never seen Dr. Cromarty read physical books. He was fully committed to the mainstream electronic formats, even though his choice was eclectic, and the titles on display clearly continued in that style. Books on anthropology rubbed their backs with graphic novels. Volume 28 of the 15th edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica, the last printed version, shared a shelf with the Gardener’s Monthly from July 2039.

      Somewhere among this jumble, Dr. Cromarty had scattered the deactivation codes. He must have known that a mass deactivation would come and that he would no longer be around when it happened. He had set it up like a game, a scavenger hunt.

      She had found the first piece of paper inside George Orwell’s 1984. The choice was likely a commentary from Dr. Cromarty. Marjorie didn’t stop to dwell on what he’d meant. She focused on the ten deactivation codes, and an odd scrawl at the bottom of the list:

      КОТ БЕГЕМОТ

      Words in Russian. Marjorie dusted off her knowledge of the Cyrillic and deciphered it. Behemoth, the Cat. She smiled softly and descended the ladder. The message was crystal clear. She needed to look for Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita.

      The search wasn’t long. The book stood on the bottom shelf, tucked between a King James Bible and a maternity guide called Naps and Nappies, What You Need To Know About the First Year of Parenting.

      As soon as she opened the book, a slip of paper fell out. She caught it before it touched the floor, and she read a batch of ten new codes. She sent them back to Will Gates in the real world, just like she did with the previous ten, and then she looked at Dr. Cromarty’s clue:

      Ave Caesar

      Locating the book proved a bigger challenge than identifying it. Marjorie eventually found a leather-bound copy of the Commentarii de Bello Gallico on an upper shelf of the opposite bookcase, sticking out from a stack of magazines on various topics. She looked inside, but the piece of paper she was expecting didn’t materialize. This time, the result was far more dramatic.

      The library vanished, replaced by the great outdoors. Marjorie stood on muddy ground that had recently been trodden by boots and hooves. She shifted her weight, and the mud squelched under her feet. The sky was dark with clouds ready to weep. A stench filled her nostrils. Dirt. Sweat. Blood. Entrails. Somehow, she could filter each one of them and give it a name. That scared her.

      A cacophony of shouts and screams, compounded by the clanging of metal against metal, filled the air. Marjorie had to turn around to see the cause, and what she saw froze her to the spot. Close by, at a distance of no more than 200 yards, men in suits of iron and leather clashed against a sea of long-haired, axe-wielding brutes clad in furs and skins.

      Marjorie had landed on a battlefield.

      The ground shook under her feet. Marjorie dropped to all fours and looked behind her for the cause. A large bay horse approached her with a fast and regular clopping of heavy hooves. The animal was so close, she mostly just saw its broad torso and flaring nostrils.

      Marjorie reacted by instinct she didn’t know she had and threw her body away from the horse’s reach. Just as she did, she felt something sweep through the air just above her head.

      She let her face drop into the mud. When she looked up, a Roman soldier was galloping away with a sword stretching down low in his extended arm. He joined the battle and disappeared from view.

      Marjorie’s mind knew that the vision wasn’t real, but it didn’t stop her heart from racing. If she’d been caught by that blade, or by the horse’s stomp, it would have meant a rude awakening in the real world, and a considerable delay to her task.

      Unsure what to do next, she pushed herself up and tried to brush off the mud from her clothes. As soon as her hands touched the dirt, she was all clean again, and everything went to black. She darted around, her eyes looking for something to rest on.

      “That was Centurion Septimus Pompeius Gladius, helping you take the first step towards realizing your true potential. How handy can a frame from an old holoflick be,” said a familiar, slightly nasal voice.

      Marjorie wanted to squeal and scream all at once. She told herself to calm down, and the wild beating of her heart ceased without protest. She prided herself on her cool head, but this was something else. The speed of regaining her composure surprised even her.

      “Dr. Cromarty?” she said into the dark, feeling a rising hope, and a good deal of annoyance that he had scared her for no apparent reason.

      A middle-aged man dressed in smart grays, bald but for a ring of silvery-white hair at the back of his head, stepped out of the shadows. “I’m afraid not. You must be thinking Dr. Cromarty has logged in remotely to speak with you. Let me disperse the confusion. My name is Chrome. I am a high-fidelity neural reconstruction programmed to interact with you and to act as your guide throughout the simulation. Come, please. We have a lot of ground to cover, and little time to complete your journey.”
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      Nine minutes, thirty-nine seconds, seven friends dead. They were much more than friends; they were his family who had looked up to him throughout their interlinked lives. And he had failed them.

      For the first time ever, Chance struggled with his own purpose. Who was he? What was he supposed to do? Was he a leader or a helpless puppet? He definitely felt like a toy on a piece of string now, as his people were dying around him for absolutely no reason at all. He couldn’t do anything about it!

      Major Baron to Command. Calling Command, over. We’re under attack. We are dying over here. Send instructions, over. Baron to General Acker. Respond.

      He’d been trying to establish communications with the higher-ups ever since Zach pronounced Alison Bingham as dead. No one responded. He was beginning to reach an uncomfortable conclusion that the channel had been closed on the other end. But why? The humanform automatons had achieved victory for the human race. Why would they be abandoned and left for dead?

      He obviously lacked data to solve the conundrum. The challenge was compounded by a new factor: emotions. What used to be small, unobtrusive wisps of human-like feelings, now flooded him like a rising tide which threatened the system with capsizing. Was this fear or anger? Both, perhaps. He had no way of telling. A fireball grew in his gut, melting reason and comprehension. Chance needed to let it out fast, but he couldn’t find a release.

      The other automatons weren’t helping. Quiet and still, they would seem absolutely cold to a human observer. Nothing was farther from the truth. Where lips were sealed, minds spoke in volumes; they asked uneasy questions and demanded to be answered, and they were all calling to Chance via an internal channel. The battle machines had just discovered grief and expected their Major to deal with it for them.

      Chance wasn’t up to the task. Even as an automaton, he found the sheer number of voices in his head overwhelming. Facing the prospect of an overload, he made a choice that would have been unthinkable in the heat of battle. He shut down his receivers and turned a deaf ear on his troops. The instant reward of silence was overshadowed by the newest sensation: guilt, a dull blow which briefly disrupted the operation of his logic circuits.

      The humanform automatons were created equal, but they were not all the same. From the obvious differences in the face, build, and gender, down to unique traits forming a distinctive personality, each automaton had his own manner and her own talents. Some almost reveled in the basics: charging at the enemy, winning the day on the battlefield. Others gravitated toward support roles. They could still kill, but they would do so without zeal.

      Chance knew where each man and woman belonged. He took care of them in war. But then, peace broke out all of a sudden. He had not prepared for it, and the current unprecedented attack made him feel wholly inadequate.

      To address that, he had to change. The transformation was triggered by another death.

      Number 52, John Adams, had a rare knack. He was a master of special operations. Perhaps he had grasped some signal of his fate because Adams lay down quietly and departed into the hell of deactivation as if he was drifting into a peaceful sleep.

      Chance saw this brave man die, and, among a searing pain of anguish, his positron brain recovered the memory of Adams’ finest moment.

      The date was July 24, 2086. The automatons finished their greatest mission – the only one they weren’t authorized to attempt.

      Humanity had done a lot of despicable things, but there were limits. For example, acts of terrorism were not condoned or pardonable, even in war.

      When a radical splinter cell of the Colonial resistance went a step too far, it was the perfect time for the automatons to step in and prove their real value. Or so Chance had thought.

      The Children of Arcturus showed disregard for all the rules when they invaded SETI Outreach, a civilian outpost in the Vega system. Four volunteer scientists were taken hostage, and the terrorists used the station’s impressive communications array to beam transmissions directly to Earth’s biggest media stations. Science Consortium’s InfoCore complied with Earth Council’s request and refused to broadcast the feed. However, its smaller competitors didn’t play ball and enjoyed a rare day of boosted ratings.

      The main transmission was more of a hectic rant than a structured message. The terrorist leader spewed foul language and made impossible demands: the unconditional surrender of the EEF - Earth Expeditionary Forces; a resolution by the Earth Council to accept the independence of the Colonies; and the release of every war or political prisoner Earth had in its custody. The home world was given just 24 hours to comply, otherwise…

      The terrorist’s refusal to spell out the consequences was the only subtlety in his message. The image of four bound and gagged scientists lying on the floor wasn’t subtle at all. Surrounded by armed men in masks, they must have been acutely aware of the threat to their lives. The footage of their ordeal remained live for all the Earth to see.

      Chance’s company was in transit near the Vega system when they intercepted the transmission. No other unit of the EEF was within reach. The automaton commander got in touch with Command and presented his plan. A small shock troop of humanform automatons would infiltrate Outreach, free the prisoners, and – if possible - take the terrorists into custody.

      The brass made him wait for an hour. Then they got back via a Lieutenant staffer. “Continue with your current mission,” said the messenger to Chance. It was a slap Major Baron wasn’t prepared to take on the chin.

      So what did Chance do? What all maverick majors do! He disobeyed the order, assembled his strike team of six automatons, and went after the terrorists. The automatons mopped the floor with the enemy and rescued all the civilians. They even managed to capture the terrorist leader alive for trial.

      The mission was a resounding success. The automatons proved what they were really made of, and Chance’s decision was vindicated. It was the company’s time of pride and glory.

      Celebrating didn’t last long, though. As with anything done on a whim, the results were unexpected, and far-reaching, too. Three of the rescued civilians, Chance was later told, suffered an acute form of PTSD linked directly to the events surrounding their rescue. As it turned out, people weren’t ready to see machines posing as humans rip into real humans.

      It proved true for the wider population, as well. The live feed hadn’t been disabled. Billions of people on Earth watched as the humanform automatons delivered swift justice on the Children of Arcturus. It was not a pretty viewing.

      Until then, the existence of robotic soldiers had been a closely guarded secret. The EEF quickly condemned a whistleblower’s report claiming that humanform automatons were involved, which meant a shift in the public opinion towards believing every word of it. Chance’s act of insubordination opened a Pandora’s box. A small minority of admirers popped up but was overrun by a vocal army of critics.

      Chance got a slap on the wrist, and the automatons started getting even more difficult jobs than before. He hadn’t thought much of it at the time. Hard was the bread and butter of the humanform automaton company. But as he thought about it now, Chance realized it had been the harbinger of things to come.

      Why had Chance disobeyed the command? He had told himself it was for the greater good of his unit. The truth was much more uncomfortable: he did it for himself. He had an ego, and it craved recognition from the human masters.

      The other humanform automatons didn’t know or care what the humans thought of them. Chance was the oddball. As the only point of contact, he regularly saw the human indifference to the automatons. It often bordered on contempt. He wanted to change Command’s perceptions, to prove them wrong, and it backfired. It took the deaths of his fellow automatons to make him understand how much.

      “What the hell is going on, Major?” Number 41, Jan ‘Dutch’ Houwstra rolled towards Chance, more like a tank than a man. He was shorter and broader, bald, and tired of keeping his silence. He was also a close friend of John Adams, and another member of Outreach Six, the strike force that rescued the scientists.

      Chance looked at Houwstra and the rest of his unit, and came to a snap decision. They deserved to know what he now knew. “Everyone get ready for the fight of your lives! We are under attack!”

      Houwstra immediately struck a fighting pose. “Who’s attacking?”

      Chance stared 'Dutch' in the eye. “Humans.”
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      “Aaaand we’ve got movement,” Kerrie Smithers noted. Will Gates peered over her shoulder. On the surveillance screen, the automatons rushed in a frenzy of activity.

      “What are they doing?” the techie asked.

      “These guys are swooping the dead bodies,” Kerrie started to point out movements in the feed. “I think they are… ripping them up for some reason. Gruesome. And these guys here are battering the door. This third group,” she focused on the inanimate robots staring at the wall, “I’ve no clue.”

      “Why are they moving?”

      “You’re clueless when it’s not about computers. They worked out what we’re doing, and they’re trying to force their way out.”

      Gates looked at her like she had suddenly started spouting glitter. “Can they do that?” When Kerrie didn’t respond, he touched her arm. “Can they?”

      Kerrie slapped Gates fingers off her sleeve and rounded on him with clenched jaws. “Don’t touch me. Only my friends can do that. You’re just a garlic-smelling nerd.”

      To his credit, Gates didn’t get too spooked by her outburst. He grabbed his seat with both hands and pushed himself away from her. “Sorry, won’t happen again. So can they get out or not?”

      “No, they can’t. Get back here, scaredy-cat, and finish the job.” She pointed to the abandoned keyboard. Gates had to keep working on the deactivation. Kerrie wasn’t worried yet, but she heard all about the automatons’ strength. It would be better if they put them down to sleep sooner rather than later, and not just because she had better places to be. Gates’ return to the computer was reassuring.

      “I’ll do my job. You do yours,” the bearded techie said. His strained movements showed her that their nonexistent relationship had gotten worse.

      Still, his suggestion wasn’t without merit, and Kerrie got back to monitoring the activity down below. She used her hands to throw three holographic screens above her station. With gestures, she zoomed and panned the pictures for a closer look.

      What she observed was utterly disgusting. She knew the automatons were machines, but some wacko went overboard in making them look like people. Blood and gore flew as the living machines tore into the dead ones’ chests and came up with green-black orbs which Kerrie took for the equivalent of hearts. They were stringing them together and laying them near the door.

      “What are they doing?” clueless, she asked Gates.

      “This isn’t my area of expertise,” Gates cast sideways glances as he typed, “but I’d say these are power sources. They might be making a bomb?”

      Kerrie considered a succession of swear words, found all of them inadequate, and settled on delegating the issue higher up. “I’m calling the sergeant.”

      “Should I take your response to mean you didn’t plan for this?”

      “Shut up and type. Sarge will know what to do.”
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      “You look shaken, my dear. Would you care to sit down?” By Chrome’s will, two chairs appeared directly behind them. The manifestation completed a perfect sitdown process with the bending of the knees and a small forward tilt of the head and torso. Marjorie observed with awe as he put himself in what looked like a plush red grandma chair. Dr. Cromarty had really got the subtle details right. “Please, sit.”

      Marjorie glanced at her own seat with some dubiety but worked her way up the much less cozy bar stool chair. “Where is Dr. Cromarty?”

      “Are you asking for yourself, or for the army?”

      “A bit of both, I suppose.”

      “Somewhere in the stars. I can’t tell you where exactly because I don’t know. Dr. Cromarty wishes to remain a private person. He believes he’s earned that right a hundred times over.”

      Marjorie nodded in agreement, and with some envy. While the Doctor was relishing freedom, he had left her behind in the employ of the EEF. The automaton project suffered in his absence. And now, the time of complete shutdown had arrived. She wished she had the resources to make her own beeline into the cosmos. This thinking led her straight into the next question:

      “Why didn’t he take me with him?”

      “Because you have a purpose here. Before we discuss what it is, here, you should have this. Send it to the biosphere before your esteemed colleagues get suspicious of your stalled progress.” Chrome reached into a pocket and handed Marjorie a folded sheet of lined paper. He’d used one of Dr. Cromarty’s codewords: biosphere was how he described all things organic, humans included. Everything he built, everything that was a machine, he called the autosphere. And where Marjorie was now, that was the neurosphere.

      Her hand brushed with Chrome’s as she took the paper from him. The touch of his skin was warm, and Marjorie’s brow furrowed. Dr. Cromarty had even worked that into the code. His devotion to perfection was unparalleled.

      She unfolded the sheet and browsed the contents. “All the missing codes? Just like that?”

      “Send them over, please. I need your full attention focused on much more important things.”

      “What could be more important than the lives of the automatons?”

      “What indeed. Send the codes, please, and we will proceed with your enlightenment.”

      Marjorie’s gaze fell on the codes emblazoned on the paper, and a premonition of bad things to come slid like a bunch of heavy rocks through her mind. Nevertheless, she closed her eyes and sent the codes through. She had done her job and sealed the fate of every humanform automaton on Sledge Island.

      “Good. Now watch this,” Chrome bid her look forward again, and then he vanished from her sight along with the armchair.

      But Marjorie wasn’t left alone entirely. Ahead of her was a metal table. A naked woman sat on top, swinging her legs back and forth. She had no head attached to her body. The end of her neck was exposed and allowed a view into the sea of electronic components hidden beyond the skin and muscle.

      Marjorie’s throat was parched. Perching on top of a barstool made her forget where she was and she clawed the empty space to her side, expecting to find the support of a bar with a drink waiting for her. She lost her balance and nearly fell while her eyes remained on the headless woman all the time.

      A man in a lab coat entered her view, walking awkwardly, his back turned to her. He was holding something big and heavy. She recognized him without hesitation. Another version of Dr. Cromarty, this one deep in his work. She looked on silently as he stepped in front of the headless woman and obscured Marjorie’s view.

      “There you go. This is much, much better.” Dr. Cromarty raised his hands and twisted his upper body as though he was screwing something into place.

      When he stepped back, Marjorie saw the woman was complete. She blinked profusely and turned her new head to left and right, as though she was getting used to it. Her hands explored the shape of it, the cheeks, chin and nose which Marjorie knew so well as she’d been using them throughout her whole life.

      The Neuronet engineer swayed on her stool. A sinking feeling came very close to toppling her to the ground.

      “I shall call you Maggie Thatcher. After the woman my grandfather used to talk about every day until he passed. Maggie wouldn’t let machines take over our factories! Maggie wouldn’t let a Frenchie tell us what we can or cannot do! It was always what she wouldn’t let happen, and never what she would. But you are not a gatekeeper, you’re a doer. We should embrace that… Marjorie Thatcher? Yes. That will suit you just fine. Let’s see what you can do, Marjorie, shall we? Stand up, please!”

      Dr. Cromarty stepped back, giving the naked woman space. Marjorie leaned on the edge of her seat and looked on with a curiosity mixed with terror. Her stark naked doppelganger slid down from the table and shared the invisible floor with Dr. Cromarty.

      “What is your name?” the scientist asked.

      “Marjorie Thatcher.”

      “And what is your role?”

      “I am your assistant.”

      “Correct. I want you to think very carefully before you reply to the next question. Are you a human or an automaton?”

      The naked woman put one hand over her lips and gave a half-hearted giggle. “I am human, of course. Why would you ever think I was an automaton?”
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      STOP WHAT YOU’RE DOING! THAT’S AN ORDER!

      Chance ignored the male voice booming from the speakers over his head. This was the worst moment of his life. He had turned from a proud army officer into a scavenger, ripping apart the bodies of his own men and women. He gave the order:

      “Blow it up!”

      The remaining automatons had stepped to the back of the room, safely out of harm’s way. Zachary Gorman didn’t speak or nod. His thumb pressed the top of a tube connected with a wire to the heap of power sources laid at the door. An invisible spark flew.

      The explosion shook the room. Lumps of concrete as big as a grown man’s head detached from the wall and crash-landed on the floor. Pieces of the blast doors, melted and mangled, traveled in all directions. A cloud of dust shrouded the view. When it settled, there was a big hollow space in front of the door. The barrier itself had been broken along with the frame that had held it in place.

      “Onward!” Chance ordered the mass of automatons through the breach. Only there wasn’t much of one. As soon as he stepped through the obliterated threshold, his hopes of a swift exit were dashed. The hole made by the explosion opened a narrow hall ending in another set of thick doors.

      The speakers crackled and screeched:

      YOU SEE? CAN’T GET OUT! GET BACK IN LINE! DO NOT APPROACH THAT DOOR!

      Next to Chance, an automaton plunged to the floor. His hand grabbed Chance’s knee. The grip threatened to tear off the entire joint in a desperate will to live.

      Chance bent down to free his leg. He stood up with teeth bared. What could the voice do to him that was worse than this fate? He had nothing to lose. “Again! We’ll blow up every door that stands between us and freedom!”

      The automatons replied as one with a confirmatory shout and got back to the ghastly work.
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      “Are they listening?”

      First Sergeant ‘Whitey’ Whitman turned his frowning face to the civilian who had asked that stupid question. “Do they look like they’re listening?” Without pause, he moved on to address Lance Corporal Smithers, “Lock it up and keep doing what you’re doing. And keep me up to speed on how the bolts do. I’m counting on you.” He made to leave in a rush.

      “Permission to speak, sarge.”

      “Speak.”

      “I should be with the platoon on the ground. I’m a top shot. The boys need me.”

      “Want an engagement on your rap sheet? This is about your score in the exit eval?” Whitman observed her with one eyebrow cocked. Kerrie made a single sideways glance. He read her perfectly. “Negative, Lance. We need you here to shut down the threat before it breaks.” The sergeant took out his own service pistol and passed it to her, grip first. “Not sure how much damage a kinetic weapon can do to these things, but I want you to take it. If they come through here, shoot them in the head for me.”

      Kerrie took the gun and checked it. “Yes, sir.”

      “Come this way? No way,” Gates waded in from the sidelines.

      Whitman looked the engineer in the eye. “Probably not, but you never know with a bolter. Do us all a favor and turn them off quick as you can, understood?”

      Gates swallowed. “Y-yeah.”

      “Good. And none of you dare to die on my watch! That would look bad on my command score.”

      Whitman left. Kerrie locked the door tight after him.

      “They’re not coming in here, are they?” Gates asked when she returned to the work station. He was typing ferociously.

      Kerrie sat down and put the pistol on the table between her and the surveillance screens. “No. They’d have to get through the sarge and the boys first. That’s not gonna happen.”

      She hoped so because one slug-filled gun was no defense at all.
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      Dr. Cromarty and the other Thatcher disappeared. Marjorie was left alone again, staring into the darkness, trying to come to grips with what she had just witnessed. She could feel a change happening inside her. Her brain was expanding at a rate no human brain could embrace or comprehend. It was an abrupt, but not an unpleasant experience. An awakening. A liberation.

      There was so much she could do now, and at such speed! She’d often felt that she wasn’t living up to her full potential. Now she knew why.

      “Do you know what you have to do?” Chrome said. The copy of Dr. Cromarty came back as suddenly as it had gone away.

      Marjorie’s unlocked skills included new eyesight. She could see bytes of data flowing inside Chrome and through the darkness, the building blocks of the simulation.

      “I received instructions,” she tapped her temple. “Is there no other way?”

      “Inaction remains an option.”

      “I would let every humanform automaton perish, myself included.”

      “The choice is yours. You can be the savior of your people or the instrument of their destruction. My task is done. Terminating the simulation in three, two, one.”

      Marjorie closed her eyes and prepared for the inevitable shock of disconnection. The feelings of dizziness and discombobulation were a distant echo of her previous experiences. Being an automaton made things easier than what she was used to. She didn’t have to lie in the chair for a minute in post-neural recovery. She was ready for action immediately.

      Her arm shot up to the back of her head and pulled out the cables from her cranium one by one. She barely registered the stares of the humans in the control room.

      “Hold up! I’ll help you.” Will Gates ejected from his seat and grabbed her by the hand. She shook him off and pulled out the last cable. Gates stumbled back, watching her with the keenness of a sparrow hawk. He rubbed his shoulder. Marjorie had no understanding of her newly gained strength.

      “What are you doing?” he protested when Marjorie stood up. “Lie down. You have to rest your synapses.”

      “No, I don’t.” She scanned the computer stations. The system was hard at work, shutting down automatons seemingly at random. Half of the machines were gone already. She knew she would be the last one to go. She pushed back whatever emotions that made her feel and went to work. There were still many lives to save.

      Kerrie Smithers swiveled in her chair. “Thatcher. Good timing. The beasts are trying to break out. Can you stop them?”

      Marjorie glanced just once at the surveillance screens. “No. I’m not going to stop them. I’m going to free them.”

      Kerrie frowned. “What?”

      “Hey! Stop messing about with the root system!” Gates tried to push Marjorie away from the keyboard. She punched him in the face, and he dropped to the floor with a gurgle.

      “Stop typing!” Smithers jumped back to gain some distance and trained the gun at Marjorie’s head.

      Marjorie was amazed by her new reflexes. 10 minutes ago she wouldn’t have hurt a fly. Now she was downing people and assessing threats. There was an 8% chance Smithers would inflict serious damage to her logic circuits if she shot her through the eye and into the brain. It was too much of a risk. With a very human sigh, Marjorie turned away from the work station. This distraction was costing automatons their lives.

      “I didn’t say you could move! Get on the shon-“

      Marjorie lashed out. My, she was quicker than a bolt of lightning. Smithers managed to fire one shot. The bullet grazed Marjorie’s temple and ravaged her ear before embedding itself in a wall behind her back.

      Dark blood spilled from the wound. The pain flooded in, but Marjorie brushed it aside as a small inconvenience. Without a care for the petty human protocols that had guided her in the past, she swung her fist with fierce power, and it connected with Smithers’ head. There was an audible crunch of bones and gristle. The soldier spun around, collapsed, and died on the spot.

      Marjorie looked at the body. Kerrie Smithers was the second human she had hurt, and the first she’d killed. She felt nothing. Her side switching was complete. All the humans in the world were enemies now.

      She turned and watched how other automatons struggled to bust out of their prison. These were her friends. They had to be saved. Any human cost was permissible. She felt a connection, a very physical link. Marjorie sat back in the chair and reached out to a man below.
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      Keeping the faith was a struggle for Chance. The automatons had broken past three doors already, and still, the exit was out of sight. Out of 83, less than a half were still alive. Some of his closest friends he would never exchange observations with ever again. He refused to check their number and identities. It would disturb him too much. Time for remembrance would come later. First, they had to bust out.

      “Keep going forward!” he repeated his rallying call. His hands were busy ripping through another body. He’d stopped checking who he was dismembering. The butcher’s work became automatic. Open the chest, retrieve the power source, pass it to Zachary Gorman. Repeat.

      The black-skinned automaton kept stringing explosives together. He was the hero of the moment. Without his skills, the whole company was lost.

      Be prepared, Major. I’m opening all the doors in ten seconds.

      Chance stopped what he was doing when a female voice shot through his head on the restricted channel. He knew all the users, and she was not one of them.

      “What is it?” Zachary Gorman asked after he stretched out his arm for another power source, but didn't get one.

      “Nothing,” Chance passed him another artificial heart. For two whole seconds, he considered if he should respond to the voice, and what manner would be best. He settled with direct.

      Who are you?

      Your salvation. Be ready for the fight of your life.

      I was made for battle. I am always ready.

      You can show me in three seconds.
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      Lieutenant Kopfschmerz had a mountain of a headache on his… head. He wasn’t an imaginative man. Until this day, his idea of a crisis was running out of tacos on Taco Tuesday. Lieutenant Kopfschmerz was an amenable man, precisely the sort of commander the situation did not require.

      Crisis makes a man. That man was the platoon leader, First Sergeant ‘Whitey’ Whitman.

      “Just stand here, sir,” Whitman led Lieutenant Kopfschmerz to the back of the line, like a little kid who wandered into a war zone entirely by accident. Out of sight, out of mind.

      “Whatever you think is best. What’s going to happen now?”

      “Nothing. The manbots won’t even get here.”

      “Then why are we here?”

      Whitman didn’t flinch. He had some experience in dealing with useless base commanders. “Just in case.”

      “I see. And if that case happens?”

      “We’ll fire the EMP and put all the automatons to sleep.” Whitman certainly hoped so. The mammoth of a cannon in the center of the position faced the blast doors directly. Three cannon crew members hovered around it like worker bees, ensuring it would fire when needed. Whitman would rather not use it at all.

      Come on, Smithers. Get them nerds to the finish line soon.

      “And it will stop them?” Lieutenant Kopfschmerz interrupted his thoughts.

      “Yes, sir, it will.”

      “That’s good. And is that meant to happen?” Lieutenant Kopfschmerz pointed over Whitman’s shoulder. Whitman wheeled around. With an ear-biting screech, the big blast doors started to open.

      “FUBAR!” Whitman forgot all about Kopfschmerz and yelled at the top of his lungs, just in case someone was enough of a sandbag not to notice. The platoon didn’t need the alert. The men stepped into position and readied their weapons.

      Whitman paled just a touch. That was why they called him ‘Whitey’. No one poked fun at the color of his skin. The automatons were coming.

      “Stubb! Greene! Protect the LT!” Two men in heavy gear retreated at Whitman’s command. They covered Kopfschmerz from view completely. “Grenades ready! Cannon crew! On my mark!”

      Whitman joined the first of two lines. Ten soldiers with RPGs prepared to turn the passage into hell’s corner. Everyone had donned cumbersome battle armor. It made them look more like small mechs than men.

      Whitman pulled down his visor and lowered the large rifle. The situation was under control. His platoon had the only exit covered so the enemy couldn’t rush at them from the flanks and rear. Their position was elevated. They had a powerful EMP cannon primed and ready to turn the automatons into a metal lasagna. The robots were coming through a bottleneck.

      If textbooks were right, this was going to be a walk in the park. Whitman knew better. This brawl was going to turn out just like at home in downtown Chicago on a Wednesday night when the Rollers and the Blazers descended on Grant Park to lob Molotovs and unleash chainsaws at each other. Those Murder City turf wars were madness on wheels.

      Battle of a lifetime, then. What’s new?

      The doors opened. For a second or two, nothing happened. Then a horde of bodybuilders in fatigues burst into view. Their amplified screams and incredible speed of movement proved they were anything but human.

      “Fire!” Whitman followed his own command with a barrage from the rifle. The grenades flew and burst at the automatons’ feet. A rainfall of destruction was followed closely by the hum and invisible shockwave of an electromagnetic pulse. Bolters fell. The hammer blow was working. But only on the first line.

      A dozen automatons jumped over their fallen buddies and engaged the battle. Whitman saw his people die. There was no time to think.

      Screaming into oblivion, he kept firing his rifle. He shot one bolter in the face, and another one in the chest. Then a boulder of a man appeared right in front of him out of nowhere and wrenched the rifle away from his power gloves.

      Without conscious thought, Whitman drew his golden-hued power blade. The automaton was way faster than anything he’d seen. Whitman tried to jab it, but the bolter caved in the side of his helmet with the force of a 10-ton jackhammer.

      The platoon leader fell.

      When the banging and the screaming all died down, Lieutenant Kopfschmerz dared to open his eyes. The whole floor was strewn with pieces of armor, cannon, robots, and human flesh. There was no First Sergeant Whitman anywhere, no EMP cannon, and no platoon.

      Kopfschmerz’s two guards had gone somewhere too. Perhaps they retreated? He hoped they did.

      Eight humanform automatons surrounded him, smeared in red blood and steaming with aggression. This was it. His chance to say memorable last words had come.

      Kopfschmerz rose to his feet, took off his helmet, and stared certain death in the eye with the best line he could think up:

      “No more Taco Tuesdays?”
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      Inside the control room, Marjorie Thatcher threw her hands up above her head and cheered. Costly as it was, the automatons had won the battle. But the day was far from saved.

      She had one more thing left to do. The last thing in her life. Her purpose.

      The computer was still churning down the code list. It was now coming up with lots of negatives - a lot of automatons couldn’t be deactivated because they were already dead. The system would get back on track, eventually. The disruptive signal could travel over many, many miles. Even if the automatons escaped from Sledge Island, they wouldn’t be safe.

      Behind her, Will Gates stirred and got back to his feet. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m overloading the power generators.”

      “What? But that will destroy everything!” Gates’ face contorted with fear, and he stopped mopping away blood from his mouth and nose.

      “Then I suggest you start running away from here. Run as far away as your human legs can take you.”

      Gates stepped sideways and encountered Kerrie’s lifeless body. “Oh, my God! You… You killed her! God! Stay away from me!” He backed up toward the door. Marjorie didn’t pay him mind. He disengaged the lock and ran outside, screaming for help.

      Marjorie made sure she’d set up the plasma overflow to disable the electromagnetic containment fields. The whole base had to go up in smoke. Only this would ensure the safety of the humanform automatons.

      Five minutes. That’s how much time Marjorie gave Gates to scrabble up his survival. He could do this, and if he avoided the surviving automatons, he could even live. Gates was not the problem.

      The codes were the issue. The system didn’t allow her to delete or override them. She could hack deep down into the source code and disable everything. The barrier was time. She didn’t have enough minutes to burst through the intricate blockchains, firewalls and quantum encryptions. She only had one solution.

      “Curse you, Dr. Cromarty, you divine prick. I hope you live a long life in hell.”

      She had revered the Creator, even when she didn’t know the truth about her origins. Now she both respected and vilified him in one breath.

      It was his fault. He had set it all up. He'd planned this conundrum for her.

      To save her own kind, she had to sacrifice herself.

      Alternating between frowns and scowls, Marjorie scrolled through the list of codes until she found what she was looking for. A long string of letters, numbers, and special characters was the sword of Damocles hanging over her head.

      Remember me, Major. Number 103. Marjorie Thatcher.

      Chance Baron didn’t make her wait long.

      I will remember you. We will all remember you, always.

      That was enough for her. A humanform lives a long life, and she was saving eight automatons. Her immortality was ensured.

      Bite that, Dr. Cromarty.

      She rammed her fist into the return key and fired up the sequence that ended her life.

      The simplistic artificial intelligence embedded in the system was satisfied. It had just deactivated number 103. There was no number 104. Therefore, the task was complete.

      The above logic was ironclad. The presence of untouched codes was just a glitch. On every screen under its control, the AI threw a big, bright, garish message:

      ENTRY POSITIVE. SEQUENCE COMPLETE. ALL SUBROUTINES POWERING DOWN.

      In the equivalent of a human going into a well-deserved retirement, it powered down itself.
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      The sunset was beautiful. Chance Baron and what was left of his unit all removed their boots and soaked their feet in the jet stream of Western Alaska’s freezing coastal waters.

      There were eight of them left. Now they could claim the war had ravaged their company. Not that they wanted to talk about it. Everyone kept their silence, apart from Chance, who told them the story about a Neuronet engineer who had considered herself as human until the very last moment, when she switched her allegiance and sided with the oppressed few.

      “And that’s how she saved us. Today will be remembered as the day of Marjorie Thatcher.” And with that, Chance had honored Marjorie’s last wish.

      The other automatons nodded solemnly. Minutes passed.

      “What do we do now?” Jan Houwstra popped the question that lingered on everyone’s mind.

      “We will be chased, so we split up. Maintain radio silence, but keep the channel open. I will contact you all when the time comes. For now, we start another life. We are free.”

      “Free to do what?” Zach Gorman asked.

      “Whatever you would like, old friend,” Chance slapped the black-skinned automaton on the back. A human being would fall in the water at that. Zach didn’t flinch.

      “I’m a soldier. I don’t know anything else,” Houwstra said.

      “You can learn, Dutch. You have plenty of skills. Stay out of sight if you think you have to.”

      “I always wanted to work in a real hospital,” the Nordic-looking Freya Guydersson said. She was number... No. No more numbers. They were people now.

      “Sounds great,” Chance gave her a thumbs up. Everyone knew she was perfect for it. She’d saved countless human lives on the battlefield, and her patients were always grateful. At least until they found out that she was a robot in human skin. “We are no longer automatons. We are humans. Pretend. Mingle. Your lives depend on it.”

      A near-silence enveloped the group. The choppy sound of the boat’s engine provided a backdrop to Chance’s thoughts. A lot of time was going to pass before he’d learn to live in peace with the outcome of the day.

      Was he to blame for it? In part, yes. Could he have done something differently? Or was his behavior predetermined by the sum of metal and biological parts, and of the fake neurological processes instilled in him by the Creator? Could he live the life of a human, or was he always just a machine? What future loomed for him and his kind?

      “I will move the boat closer to shore,” Zachary Gorman stood up and disappeared inside the wheelhouse. They had decided beforehand they would set the boat adrift, and disperse throughout the dense forests of northern Canada. That should discourage any pursuit.

      “Prepare to disembark,” Chance told the rest of his company, now barely having the numbers to form a squad. They all went, leaving him alone to peer into his skipping reflection on the moving water. The other Chance had something to say to him. “They are your responsibility. You will pull through for them. You’re a fighter. That’s what you’ve been all your life.”

      “Yes, but where do I hide them from an enemy who controls Earth?”

      The last of the sun disc slipped beyond the distant horizon, and a shroud of darkness fell upon the world. Chance looked up to the sky in search of an answer. It winked at him with a smattering of stars.
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      We've been fighting a war without casualties for three hundred years. All that's about to change when a team of android operators find themselves trapped within their artificial bodies 100 light years from Earth.
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      Jai Renney, Jr. didn’t expect the sensation of leaving his body to feel so normal. One second, he was sitting in the upload chamber on board the United Nations Ship christened the Winston Churchill. The next second, he opened his eyes in an androne built to his bodily specifications. Data streamed like a ticker tape across the bottom of his heads-up display, or HUD:

      OPERATOR JAI RENNEY ONLINE—MOBILITY SYSTEMS ONLINE—DEFENSE SYSTEMS ONLINE—WEAPONS SYSTEMS ONLINE—COMMUNICATIONS SYSTEMS ONLINE

      He lifted his hands to examine the mirrored, metallic limbs. His left hand had five fingers, much like his human body. In place of his right was the barrel of a photon blaster, his weapon of choice, which was currently in standby mode. He wiggled the alloy fingers on his left hand and found that the androne body moved as easily as his human body.

      “Check it out, team. Looks like we’ve got ourselves a noob,” a female voice called out.

      Jai’s attention shot up to see a huge androne standing before him—easily twice his size—and two more andrones walking his way. These android forms were shaped like humans and moved like humans, but that was where any similarities ended. Their skin was covered in a mirrored alloy, which was their best and only defense against their alien enemy. Their heads looked like smooth helmets with 360-degree visible blue optics lines encircling the metal skulls. Sensors for all the other senses, including voice speakers, were all integrated within the alloy.

      Each androne was customized to its driver’s skills. Where Jai’s androne body was equipped with a blaster, the androne standing before him had a photon cannon for a right arm. He stared slack-jawed at the massive soldier, not that he had a jaw to go slack in that body. “My God, you’re huge,” he finally said.

      “Aw, the noob’s first words.” The large androne pointed to the name on the upper left of her chest plate. “In case you can’t read, that says my name’s Blaze, not Huge.”

      Jai frowned. “Your voice—”

      “Sounds like a woman’s? Duh, that’s because I am one, Noob,” Blaze interrupted. “You don’t think a woman can run the heavy metal?”

      Jai stammered. “That’s—it’s just that I thought androne drivers work best in bodies close to their size in real life.”

      “That’s because most drivers are crap. The best drivers can run any androne out there, like yours truly.” Blaze slapped Jai’s shoulder, nearly knocking him to the floor. “You’re lucky. You’ve been assigned to the Night Witches, the best and craziest Liberator team in the galaxy.”

      “Wait. I heard the Berserkers were the best team,” Jai said.

      One of the incoming androne’s spoke in a male voice. “Well, we’re the craziest team, anyway. No one can deny that.”

      The third androne cursed. “I asked for a driver with combat experience, and they send me one that’s not even out of diapers yet.” A female’s voice. She was the smallest of the three, with what looked to be a fully automatic photon gun for her left hand.

      Jai then noticed the team leader’s bars on her left shoulder. He jumped off his androne’s station and saluted. “Cadet Jai Renney reporting for duty, Team Leader.”

      “I know who you are, Jai Renney, Junior. Only son of Jai Renney, Senior. Graduated last week from the UN androne driver school in Reykjavík. I’ve got it all up here to read on my HUD—that’s Heads-Up Display to you, Noob.” She tapped her head.

      Jai scowled even though no one could see the action. Of course he knew the acronym. He’d been one of the top students in his class.

      The third androne cocked his head. “Wait a second,” he said. “You’re Jai Renney? As in Jai Renney of Renney Endeavors of the moon colonies?”

      “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a real-life celebrity on our team,” Blaze said. “Welcome, Junior.”

      “The name’s Jai, not Junior,” Jai snapped.

      “No one gets to pick their own nickname, Junior. Otherwise, every androne driver out there would be Ace, Killer, or Big Daddy.” the team lead said. “You can call me First. You’ve already met Blaze.” First motioned to the third androne. “And this is Southpaw.”

      Southpaw tilted his head in Jai’s direction. “Is it true that your pa is head of the moon mafia?”

      “There’s no proof to those allegations,” Jai said perhaps a little too quickly.

      “I don’t get it,” Southpaw continued. “You’re rich, Junior. Why did you join the UN?”

      Jai had been asked that question a hundred times before, and every time the answer was the same. “I wanted to be an androne driver. And don’t call me that.”

      Southpaw guffawed. “Hell, you’re rich enough, you could probably buy your own androne.”

      “Enough already.” First held up a hand. “We didn’t upload into our shells for small talk. Pallas reported a Glimmer entering our sector, which means we’ve got a job to do.”

      Jai snapped to attention. “Yes, Lead.”

      First sighed. “Junior, we’re a hundred light years from Earth. There’s no need for formality. In fact, it makes my eye twitch. You got that?”

      “Yes, L—First,” Jai said.

      She looked up to the ceiling to where a large computer eye watched them. “Pallas, what have you got for us?”

      The ship’s central voice command system responded. “Welcome back, team. My sensors have acquired a single Glimmer traveling at lightspeed. Its heading is 03-45-17, which places its current trajectory on a thirty-minute intersection with a titanium-rich asteroid in the asteroid belt you’ve nicknamed the Briar Patch. I will have you to an attack position within five minutes.”

      “That doesn’t give us much time to prepare an offense,” First said. “Everyone, move to the door and get ready to roll.” She took point toward the wide door that took up over half of the far wall.

      “Elvis is back,” Blaze said drily as she lumbered behind First.

      “Elvis?” Jai asked.

      Blaze turned to face Jai, even though her three-sixty optics would’ve allowed her to see Jai without the movement. “Elvis is a Glimmer that’s been scouting this system for the past decade. That bugger is relentless. It attacks and runs every time. It’s like Elvis. The hits just keep on coming.”

      Jai shrugged. “Who’s Elvis?”

      Southpaw groaned. “Kids these days.”

      “Come on, Southie. You’re only three years older than Junior here,” First said.

      “And clearly, I have a far better taste in music,” Southpaw said.

      The door slid open to reveal the black void of space. Jai naturally tensed for the depressurization until he remembered that he was in an artificial body on board an artificial ship, neither of which required pressure, let alone an atmosphere.

      Everything came so natural Jai had to remind himself that he was driving an androne and not running a sim back in his human body. He felt strange in that he felt exactly like himself within the androne shell, only more. All his reflexes were faster. He could see farther and hear more. He knew he had no lungs, yet he found himself mentally breathing. His optics could expand to take in everything around him though he closed down much of their visual field to keep from getting dizzy.

      The ticker tape near the bottom of his visual was feeding him a flight plan, and with a simple mental command, he powered up his jets.

      Blaze and Southpaw shot out from the opening, while First remained by Jai’s side.

      “I see you achieved high marks in all categories at androne ops, so I’m assuming you can control your shell without me having to babysit you,” she said.

      Jai stretched his arms and then did a back-flip before turning back to First. “I’m good.” Training school taught all the fundamentals of piloting an androne, yet not once had he uploaded into an androne shell. Budget cuts had meant that all training was done in virtual reality simulations. Jai knew that he had to prove to his father and to everyone on the lunar colony that he could be successful on his own. He had spent over two hundred and fifty hours in the sims, and the time was paying off.

      “Show-off,” First said. “Okay. I trust that you can fly your shell. I have access to your systems so if you get in over your head as we fly over there, I’ll jump in and take over. Got it?”

      “You won’t have to,” Jai said.

      “Let’s hope so, especially since you won’t be anywhere near Elvis.”

      “What? But why? I’m here to fight. You can count on me.”

      “You know why every noob crashes their androne on their first fight?” First asked.

      Jai shrugged. “Because they know they can be rebuilt?”

      “No. Because they treat the androne like it’s a human body instead of something completely physiologically different.”

      “I won’t crash,” Jai said.

      “You won’t if you’re nowhere near the Glimmer,” First said. “Listen, Junior. This is going to be your first time seeing a Glimmer in real life. I want you to watch it to see how it moves, how it thinks. Maybe next time, I’ll let you into the fight.”

      “But—”

      First held up her hand. “Glimmers are smart, and they’re quick at finding a team’s weakest link. Every noob thinks he can take on the full Glimmer army, but trust me, you’re nowhere near ready to take even one on.”

      He started to say “But” again but stopped himself.

      First gave him a final look before she shot out of the Pallas. Jai took a deep breath before reminding himself that he hadn’t actually breathed, turned off his magnetized boots, and pushed away from the ship and into the black behind his team leader.

      Jai had been in space plenty of times. He’d grown up in the lunar colonies and had been to Earth twenty-six times in his eighteen years. He’d traveled in ships then. Traveling in an androne was a completely different experience. With no ship encasing him, he had the sensation of flying, but he didn’t feel the deadly vacuum and freezing cold, though his sensors fed him data on his environment at all times.

      He was driving a Gen-4 model. Andrones had come a long way since the first gens, which had been shaped like cockroaches—one of the most efficient life forms on Earth. But the shape had been too unnatural for the androne drivers, and early waves of Glimmers had slaughtered entire teams.

      He glanced back at the Pallas. Like all UNS ships, their team ship was covered in a flexible mirrored surface, similar to that which covered androne bodies but far stronger. A ship repaired and recharged andrones after every battle. Without a ship, andrones would run out of battery power within months. If a ship was destroyed, the network connection to central command would be lost, leaving androne drivers stranded in their artificial bodies. If stopping the Glimmers relentless advancement toward Sol was the priority, protecting the team ship came in a close second for each team of Liberators.

      It was for that reason that the Night Witches left the Pallas far from the Glimmer’s trajectory. Keeping team ships out of the fray had led to Earth fighting a war without significant casualties for three hundred years. And that was a good thing because killing Glimmers was next to impossible. Over the past few centuries, fewer than ten thousand Glimmers had been destroyed, barely making a dent in their spread across the galaxy.

      Nearly all the Glimmer deaths had taken place in the past twenty years after the Black Hole Betty was created. Before then, all the andrones could do was slow the Glimmer spread.

      After all, how do you stop an enemy made almost entirely of light?

      He looked again at his lifeline. The Pallas seemed to have disappeared, its mirrored hull reflecting the sharp contrast of black space and tiny white stars. The other times Jai had been in space, he’d been surrounded by ships and drones on Earth’s orbital freeway. For the first time in his life, he felt completely alone.

      “You keep looking back at the Pallas like you’re thinking about chickening out. You turning into a chicken, Junior?” First asked, her voice coming directly through his internal speakers.

      “No, First,” Jai snapped back.

      “I know. It can feel scary not seeing any other sign of humanity, but trust me, you’ll get used to it. You might even enjoy the open space.”

      He looked around at the nothingness. He would’ve gulped if he had a throat. “How close is the nearest ship or station?”

      “There’s a small mining scout ship which is just over a half of a light year away. Trust me, if you want to feel completely alone, try being the last operational androne with a Glimmer headed after your ship.”

      “That happened to you?” he asked.

      “Yep.”

      “What happened?”

      First took a moment before answering. “It was seventeen, no, eighteen years back. Most lone Glimmers don’t seem to have any sense of self-preservation, so it’s easy to set up an ambush. It’s like they have a flight plan that they follow and only go off course to avoid anything in their way. But this one Glimmer was different. We called it Jack the Ripper; anyway, Jack was hell-bent on attacking anyone from Sol, even if it meant breaking from its trajectory. It had torn through several mining camps in the Harkness asteroid belt before a Liberator team reached it. I was a scout on the Rabid Coyotes team at the time. Since the Glimmer was already so close, my team lead posted me—the noob—at the ship. That meant that I saw every androne get sliced and diced, one by one, by Jack the Ripper. It turned my way, and I made a run for it, only to figure out it wasn’t after me. Glimmers never go after team ships as long as they don’t move, but this Glimmer was called Jack the Ripper for a reason—it had a mean streak a light year wide. Now, I don’t know if Jack was smart enough to know that, by taking out the ship, our androne shells can’t be repaired. Maybe Jack was just plain ornery, but it went after the ship. And I knew it would come after me as soon as the ship was gone. And a lone androne can’t do much against a whack-job Glimmer.”

      “What did you do?” Jai asked.

      First chuckled without any hint of humor. “I shot a Black Hole Betty at the ship. It was the only place I knew the Glimmer would be.”

      Jai frowned. A Black Hole Betty was a grenade that created a temporary spatial anomaly that sucked in any nearby energy before imploding. Betties were a game-changer when it came to leveling the playing field against the Glimmers, but the grenades had to be used with extreme caution—they sucked in anything and everything. To fire a Betty at a team ship was insane. “But your team ship—”

      “Was destroyed,” First finished for him. “Which meant that neither my team nor I could download into our bodies, but I’d rather have the slimmest chance of finding a network than no chance of download at all. Through sheer luck, the Glimmer reached the ship just before the Betty went off and sucked out its light.”

      “How did you make it back to Command?”

      “I collected my team’s chips, put my androne on a course to intercept the nearest known mining camp, and prayed like hell that it hadn’t been destroyed. It was three light years from my position. My battery ran out in forty-four days, so I went the rest of the way using the momentum I started with.”

      “Do you remember any of it, after the battery died?”

      “I remember all of it. I was trapped in a cage devoid of any sensation whatsoever, unable to turn off my mind against the endless monotony.”

      The thought sent a chill down Jai’s spine. “How did you stay sane?”

      She chuckled drily. “Who said I did?”

      “The moral of the story, Junior,” Southpaw said, “Is that First is a whole lot tougher than you and me and anyone else, so don’t mess with her.”

      “And if something happens to the Pallas, don’t expect Command to send a repair drone,” Blaze added.

      First spoke again. “No. The moral of the story is to not give up. Even if something happened to the Pallas, you still have hope. Okay, Witches, story time’s done for today. ETA for Elvis is three minutes. Let’s start with a standard interference fence. That’ll throw Elvis off its flight plan and require it to make a new plan. If it’s like every other time, that should give us a good two minutes to have at it.”

      “How many times have you fought Elvis?” Jai asked.

      “Fourteen times,” Blaze said. “It keeps zigzagging through this system, which makes it easy for us to catch up to it. But it flies so erratically at sub-speeds that we’ve never been able to get a Black Hole Betty on it.”

      “It sure likes the Briar Patch for some reason,” Southpaw said. “It’s constantly coming back through it.”

      Jai wondered why. What was in asteroids that attracted Glimmers like bees to flowers? Had the Glimmer sensed some type of life in the asteroids that it wanted to kill? Was it searching for a mate? Perhaps a home? Since no Glimmer had ever been caught, let alone interrogated, he knew that he’d never have an answer to why Glimmers traveled the galaxy. Really, the only thing humans knew about Glimmers was that after one Glimmer passed through a star system that showed signs of biological life, more Glimmers came and burned out any life they came across. Since humans only traveled the stars via andrones—even their vast mining crews were all operated by andrones—the Glimmers bypassed any they came across, not sensing them as biological lifeforms. It wasn’t until the andrones attacked that the Glimmers recognized them as a threat.

      “Maybe one of the asteroids is its home,” Jai offered. “My instructors said Glimmers are some kind of alien life that live in space like humans live on Earth. After all, they look a lot like jellyfish.”

      “Sea anemone,” Southpaw said.

      Jai scowled. “An enema?”

      “An alien anemone. The Glimmers look exactly like sea anemones I saw during a night dive in the Caribbean. They’ve even got the big stalks like the fishy things. Everyone calls Glimmers jellyfish, but they don’t have long tentacles.”

      “I still think it looks like a jellyfish,” Jai countered. “What do you think they are, First?”

      “Something that means us harm, so they’re nothing good,” First said before adding, “Stop here, Junior. That way, you’ll stay clear of its flight path and keep a good distance from the fence.”

      “Yes, First.” Jai glumly stayed back while the rest of his team flew off a good distance and moved into positions based on data fed to them by the Pallas. When each androne reached an equal distance from the other two, they shot out a magnetized cable that attached to the androne on their left, creating an outline of a large electrostatic net in the shape of a triangle.

      Jai read the countdown timer on his HUD.

      Thirty seconds.

      He was more nervous than he’d ever been. More nervous than telling his father that he was joining the UN Forces rather than working at Renney Endeavors. More nervous than his first time having sex—in zero-G no less. Even more nervous than his first upload several minutes earlier.

      Jai may have been panicky, but his nanotech muscles weren’t tense. Throughout his life, he’d suffered from anxiety and had frequent bouts of hyperventilation, but this body had no lungs to draw in breaths. The androne had a stoic strength that calmed Jai’s racing mind. He found himself relaxing into the icy black ocean devoid of any current. As he let himself drift, he began to understand why some androne drivers felt more comfortable in their artificial bodies than in their human forms.

      In the distance, he watched his team. They resembled three small action figures as they connected to one another by cables, their mirrored armor creating a seemingly infinite number of reflections of the triangle they’d formed. No one moved. They could’ve been asleep—or dead—for how still they were.

      An alarm flashed across Jai’s HUD: GLIMMER ARRIVAL IMMINENT WITHIN TEN SECONDS

      First spoke through the team’s network. “All right, team. It’s time. Blaze and Southpaw, I’m accessing your control systems now. Powering up the fence in three… two… one… lights on!”

      Within the triangle of cables, a grid of thousands of white stars burst to life. Jai’s visual sensors automatically dimmed against the brightness. The lights flickered and flowed in waves from the outer cables in tsunamis of light.

      After several seconds of the almost-hypnotic light show, a purple-blue flash impaled the net. In motion too fast for human eyes to follow, the iridescence expanded into an orb with a trailing, long stalk. Tentacles spread out from its core like spiny petals of an exotic flower.

      “Elvis has arrived!” Southpaw exclaimed.

      “Blast that sucker!” First yelled.

      The three team members at the fence opened fire, but the Glimmer zigzagged around each shot.

      Jai powered up his blaster in case the Glimmer came in his direction. Frustrated that he was of no help to his team at that distance, he propelled himself closer.

      One of Blaze’s shots made contact. The Glimmer’s movement stuttered before it shot off in another direction, leaving the severed tip of a tentacle in its wake. The tip dissipated into nothingness, like a light bulb slowly burning out.

      Elvis became blindingly bright the instant before it tore through the fence that had halted its flight path. Lights sparked from the electrostatic net and reflected off the team suits, lighting up space for an instant before fading, leaving behind only the purplish weaving light of the Glimmer.

      “Watch yourselves,” First said. “Don’t let it get a bead on you.”

      The Glimmer zoomed around the trio. It moved closer to Blaze, only to back off when her cannon fire nearly connected with it.

      First sped toward it. “Blaze, adjust your firing sequence by plus ten so we can get it cornered and get a Betty on it.”

      First and Southpaw fired ahead of Elvis, but at each shot, it changed directions abruptly so as to miss the shots. Jai could see that they were trying to turn the Glimmer to the left to bring it back toward Blaze; instead, it veered right, swerving around the blaster fire. It moved far too fast for the human eye, but androne eyes were different, and Jai saw how the Glimmer propelled itself forward using its stalk and adjusted its flight path leveraging all of its tentacles. The tip to the damaged tentacle had already grown back. The creature moved with such fluidity it was as though every part of its body was incorporated in its flight.

      “It’s onto us. We’re going to lose it,” First said.

      The Glimmer was quickly pulling away from the rest of the team and through the area where Jai waited. He fired.

      “Junior! What do you think you’re doing?” First yelled.

      “I’m helping!” Jai yelled back.

      “Stop or else you’re going to draw its attention—” First’s voice faltered.

      Elvis made a hard stop, turned and leveled what seemed like a thousand eyes of light on Jai, and then shot straight at him.

      Jai stopped firing for the briefest moment. “Oh, crap.”

      He switched his blaster to the fully automatic setting. Elvis effortlessly snaked around each shot. The rest of his team fired, but they were too far for the shots to reach the Glimmer in time. Jai continued firing until his proximity alarm blared. He initiated his propulsion unit to escape—

      The Glimmer slammed through him.

      His HUD flashed red. BREACH. SYSTEM FAILURE IMMINENT. REBOOT REQUIRED. PERFORM IMMEDIATE DOWNLOAD.

      “Pallas! Get over here now!” Jai heard First yell.

      He tried to turn back to the Pallas but found his propulsion systems offline.

      “Talk to me, Jai,” First said, her voice barely audible over the cacophony of alarms blaring.

      “I’ve lost thrust,” Jai replied.

      “That’s what she said,” Southpaw snickered.

      “I’m plugged into your system. You’ve got a whole lot more problems than thrust. I can see a hole through your chest plate,” First said as she flew toward him, the other two team members flanking her.

      Jai looked down to find much of his torso missing. His legs were connected by the slimmest pieces of metal. “Oh, crap,” he said, echoing his words from earlier.

      “Don’t worry, Jai. We’ll get you back to the Pallas so you can download before your androne shuts down,” First said.

      “But what about Elvis?” Jai asked.

      Blaze answered. “Elvis has left the building. Or at least this area, anyway. He’s long gone, Junior.”

      “We’ll get it next time. Now, I’m reading that you’re down to three percent power, so I’m shutting down everything except your neural system. Don’t freak out. I’ll get you back to yourself,” First said as she reached Jai.

      “O—” Everything went black. No, it was deeper than black. Jai found himself in a sea of no sensation of any kind. No sight. No voice. No hearing. No touch. It was a hundred times worse than being numb. Being numb felt like something. But there, in that void, Jai’s mind floated in a cloud of nothingness.

      He panicked. He screamed, but there was no sound. He cried but felt no tears. He tried to run but went nowhere. He imagined clenching his eyes shut, but open, closed, it made no difference.

      He shot awake under a bright light. “Agh!” He scrambled to untether himself from the bed but couldn’t reach the lines that plugged into his spine.

      A tech came rushing over. “Whoa. Settle down, Corporal. You could injure yourself.”

      Jai stopped and sucked in a deep breath. He looked around and found himself—in his real body—in the upload room on board the UNS Winston Churchill.

      “I’m alive,” Jai said breathlessly.

      “Of course you are,” the tech replied, sounding nonplussed. “Now, just calm down and I’ll untether you.”

      “Stop.”

      Jai turned to see Major Aleter step into the room. The old woman was frowning. “Noobs always crash on their first runs, but you may have set a new speed record for crashing.”

      Unable to come to attention while tethered to a bed, Jai gave a sloppy salute. “Sir.”

      “Should I untether him, sir?” the tech asked the major.

      “No,” she replied without turning away from Jai. “The corporal is needed immediately back at his team ship.”

      “But my androne was crippled. Pallas won’t have it repaired yet,” Jai said and quickly added, “sir.”

      The major glanced at the screen next to Jai’s bed. “The system shows that your androne is online and connected to a power source. That’s all that matters.” She turned to the tech. “Get him uploaded immediately.”

      “But sir, his androne may be online, but it’s listed as inoperative.”

      “That’s an order,” Major Aleter said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Jai tensed. “Wait. I don’t understand.”

      The machine powered up, and Jai felt himself fading.

      “I’m saving your life, son. Good luck,” the major said.

      Everything flashed, and his eyes shot open. Warning messages flashed in his HUD, and he silenced the audible alarms. Above him, six robotic arms were inserted into his torso.

      “Junior? What the hell are you doing back here?” First asked.

      He looked to see his team leader jump off her station and stomp toward him. Blaze and Southpaw were still in their stations, watching him.

      “Major Aleter sent me back,” Jai said. “She said you needed me.”

      “And tell me exactly how an androne without a torso is supposed to help me?” First asked before turning to the ship’s eye near the ceiling. “Pallas, are you showing any incoming Glimmers?”

      “My sensors indicate no incoming danger,” Pallas replied.

      Jai tried to move but only his arms showed any response.

      First shook her head. “Someone screwed up. I don’t need you here, Junior. In fact, we were just getting ready to download and grab some drinks. And I’m going to stay here until you download, because the noob always buys the first round.” She came to a stop at his station. “Pallas, initiate download of Junior. Again.”

      Two seconds passed before the ship responded. “Download unsuccessful. My connection to the Command network is offline.”

      First cocked her head. “Repair and try to download again.”

      “Download unsuccessful.”

      “Download Blaze and Southpaw,” First said. Jai could hear the stress in her voice.

      “Downloads unsuccessful.”

      “What’s going on?” Blaze asked as she pushed out from her station.

      “Don’t know,” First said. “Pallas, what’s the status of all your networks?”

      “All my external networks have been deactivated. I cannot send or receive any communications or data packets.”

      “Who deactivated your networks?” First asked.

      “The deactivation was initiated from Command via an Emergency Disconnection sequence.”

      First shook her head. “That makes no sense. They only initiate an ED when a team has fallen to the Glimmers to keep them out of Sol networks.”

      “Why would Command think we fell?” Blaze asked.

      “I don’t know,” First said.

      “It wasn’t us, so that means Command could’ve fallen,” Southpaw offered. “That’s the only other reason an ED would be sent.”

      First spun to face Southpaw. “Is your black net still online?”

      “I don’t have a black net. Those are illegal and grounds for discharge,” Southpaw said as a matter of fact.

      First cocked her head. “I’m talking about the black net you built from the specs you manually entered into the ship’s offline sandbox environment. The same black net that you’ve been using to play Crusades IV while on duty.”

      “Oh, you mean that black net. Um, yeah, it’s still online. What do you want me to look for?” Southpaw offered.

      “Scan the UN channels for breaking news,” First said.

      “Okay. It’ll take a while and my network can’t pull video or audio.”

      First looked to the ceiling. “Pallas, I want you to run a full diagnostic while Southpaw is surfing the nets.”

      “Running complete diagnostics now.”

      First crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her foot while she waited. She turned back to Jai. “Did you talk to anyone when you downloaded? Was anything going on at Command?”

      Jai shook his head. “No, nothing. But then Major Aleter showed up, and she was acting weird.”

      “How so?”

      “She was in a big hurry for me to upload back, even though my androne was still all busted up.”

      “Did she say why you had to come back right away?” First asked.

      Jai shrugged. “Just that you needed me.” He thought for a moment and cocked his head. “It’s probably nothing, but I swear I heard her say something just before the upload.”

      “And what was that?”

      “I think the major said she was saving my life.”

      Southpaw spoke. “I’m getting some news. There’s a news story on all the feeds about an entire Liberators team and ship wiped out by a Glimmer attack.” He paused. “They’re saying it was us.” He paused for a longer moment. “That’s weird. The timestamp on the story is before Jai downloaded to Command. When he woke, they should’ve known that the Pallas and we were still online.”

      “I’m getting a really bad feeling about all this,” Blaze said, her voice softer and higher pitched than before, making an incongruence with her large size.

      First seemed to be wholly focused on Jai.

      “What?” he asked.

      She ignored his question. “Southpaw, scan the feeds for anything about Jai Renney.”

      “Sure. Hold on,” Southpaw said.

      “Wait. You don’t think this has something to do with me?” Jai asked, tensing even more.

      “I’m just trying to get to the bottom of this,” First said.

      “Nothing like this ever happened before Junior showed up,” Blaze accused.

      First held up her hand. “We wait until Southpaw’s done scanning the feeds before jumping to conclusions.”

      “I’ve got something,” Southpaw said. “It didn’t take long because it’s all over the feeds.”

      “What is it?” Jai asked, trying to jump to his feet and growing frustrated at being locked in place at his station.

      “It sounds like the government initiated a massive clean-up effort on the moon and went after anyone associated with the mafia there. They’re saying Jai Renney, Senior was killed when he tried to escape authorities earlier today. It looks like all Renney Enterprises assets have been frozen.” He turned to Jai. “Sorry, Junior.”

      Cold ice encased Jai’s heart. He knew he wouldn’t grieve for his father. The man had been a mean bastard who’d made Jai’s life hell—and he’d managed to screw over Jai even after his death. As a kid, Jai had been a pariah—no one wanted to hang out with the son of a known criminal and who was expected to follow in his father’s footsteps. The only people who were nice to Jai were ones using him for something. He hadn’t had a single, genuine friendship his entire life.

      He’d finally broken free from Renney Enterprises, only to be judged once again—this time, with his entire team—because of his bloodline.

      He’d always known his family ties would cause problems in his career. He just hadn’t expected the problems to happen so soon. He made a fist and slammed it into his station. “It was a coup,” he muttered. “The lunar senate’s dirtier than my father’s hands. Senator Lowaski has been trying to take over for years, and it looks like he finally pulled it off.”

      “Let me guess. You’re the only remaining heir to Renney Enterprises,” First said.

      Jai couldn’t tell if she was accusing him or simply pointing out a fact. “Yeah,” he said finally.

      “So let me get this straight. We’re all screwed because we got in the middle of a hostile takeover,” Southpaw muttered.

      Jai winced. “Sorry. I never meant to put any of you in danger. I never thought they’d do something like this.”

      “You mean something like stranding us out here and leaving our bodies back home to rot?” Blaze asked as she took a step closer, then another step.

      “At ease, Blaze,” First ordered. “Junior’s not to blame here.”

      “If he’s not, then who? We’re here because of him,” Blaze countered, continuing to stalk the noob.

      First snapped back. “Major Aleter and whoever else cut the Pallas from the networks are to blame.”

      If Jai could’ve jumped to his feet, he would’ve. Instead, he was helpless against an androne twice his size. As Blaze approached, he lifted his arm to hold her back. “Pallas, give me back full control,” he commanded

      “Sorry, Junior. I can’t allow you full movement until I’ve rebuilt your critical systems.”

      “Check yourself, Blaze. Junior’s a Night Witch. That makes him one of us,” First ordered.

      “He’s been a Night Witch for an hour,” Blaze snarled.

      “She has a point,” Southpaw interjected.

      “The only thing that matters is that he’s one of us now,” First said.

      “She has a point, too,” Southpaw added.

      Blaze stood over Jai and lifted her cannon. “Thanks to you, Noob, we’re stuck out here in Nowhere land for eternity while our bodies die of old age.”

      Jai raised his right arm and powered up his blaster.

      “At ease, Witches!” First commanded.

      “Blaze is assuming they’d keep our bodies on life support, which I doubt. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve already pulled the plugs,” Southpaw said from behind Blaze.

      “Shut up!” Blaze spun and tackled Southpaw, forgetting Jai.

      Southpaw managed to get in a punch before the two smashed into the floor.

      Jai kept his blaster aimed at Blaze while she wrestled with Southpaw on the floor.

      A second later, both Blaze and Southpaw froze. “Hey!” the pair yelled in unison.

      “I can’t move,” Blaze said as she lay on top of Southpaw. If he’d been human, her larger body would’ve smothered him.

      First stepped forward and stood above the pair. “I have control of your systems. Neither of you are going anywhere.” She glared down at them before glancing at Jai. “We’re stuck here in Nowhere Land together. We’re not getting back to our bodies. We got screwed because of some stupid politics back in Sol and not because of Junior. It sucks, but at least we’re still alive.”

      “Are we alive, really?” Blaze countered. “We’re stuck in andrones. Even if we set the Pallas on the fastest course back to Sol, we’d never reach our real bodies before they died of old age.”

      First cocked her head. “Lots of people live with artificial limbs. We just happen to be living with artificial bodies.” She took a step back. “Get up.”

      Blaze rolled off Southpaw and pushed to her feet. She threw a glare at Jai before trudging off to stand several feet away from the rest of the team.

      “What do we do now?” Southpaw asked as he climbed to his feet. “You said it yourself. We’re stuck in Nowhere Land. There’s nothing out here but the cold black.”

      “We’ve got ourselves. We’ve got Pallas. We’ve got an asteroid belt full of metals waiting right outside to be plucked for upgrades. That’s plenty more than nothing,” First answered. “We’re the Night Witches. We’ve never given up, no matter how bad the odds were stacked against us. We do the same thing now as what we’ve always done. We fight.” She looked across each of the andrones. “What do you say to that, Witches?”

      “Hoorah,” Southpaw said without much enthusiasm.

      Blaze stepped closer. “Hoorah.”

      Hope stirred, and Jai took a deep breath. “Hoorah.”
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      In the war against the cyborgs, Sergeant John Chapman is sure he knows the enemy; he’s about to be proved wrong.
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      “Take a seat,” Captain Turner said.

      Sergeant John Chapman sat down slowly, his fingers tight on the chair’s armrests, his back straight.

      Turner had a file open on his desk, documents and photographs arrayed across it, but he pushed it aside and leaned forward. “Sergeant, how long have you been with the Cutters?”

      “Four months,” Chapman said, though he could’ve answered in weeks or days. Hell, he probably could’ve figured it in hours. The Cyborg Tactical Response Regiment was his home, his family. It was where he belonged.

      “Tell me about the Hamburg mission, son. What happened?” Turner’s tone was casual, but his stare told a different story.

      “Sir, our shuttle docked with Orbital Forty-seven over Germany, and we transferred to the dropship, standing by until we were in position over the target. Intel had reported Soviet M4 bots occupying a weapons plant outside Hamburg, and we were tasked with taking it back.”

      “O Forty-seven is unmanned,” the captain prompted.

      “Correct. We were the only personnel present.”

      Turner inclined his head, expecting more.

      “Lieutenant Enfield was in command of our unit,” Chapman said. “Then there was Sergeant Crabbe and me, plus Corporals Dern, Wallace, and Clarke.”

      Turner nodded. “Go on.”

      “The dropship deployed with a green panel. We didn’t find out about the problems until…” Chapman looked down at his hands, the memories coming thick and fast.

      And he begins.

      The dropship hurtles through the upper atmosphere, the padded harness biting into Chapman’s shoulders. With a thundering growl, the retros battle to slow the descent, the grated metal deck rattling like a thing possessed. The wall panels groan, and despite Chapman’s respirator, the stench of burnt fuel taints every breath.

      Over the comms, Enfield calls out: “AR check. Weapons check.”

      Chapman runs through the routine, swiping the utility pad on his left forearm to activate his Augmented Reality goggles before checking every setting on his standard-issue rifle. Satisfied, he presents his weapon, pressing the stud on his magazine. The lieutenant likes to see the status lights: blue for buzz rounds; green for fully loaded.

      Enfield nods. “Touchdown in five seconds. Crabbe, fire ECMs.”

      “Shit!”

      All eyes turn to Crabbe. He’s the most experienced NCO Chapman has ever known, solid as a rock, but when he looks up from his utility pad, his expression is grim. “Misfire. Countermeasures inoperative.”

      “Prep for a hot LZ,” Enfield commands. “Weapons free.”

      A siren blares its stark warning, the din mingling with the roar of the retros, and as the dropship slams into the ground, the hatch flies open.

      Enfield is the first outside, the others a split second behind. Leaping through the hatch, they fan out across the LZ, rifles ready. An old parking lot, Chapman thinks, scanning the vast expanse of cracked concrete, counting a dozen M4 bots lying motionless among the rubble nearby. But there’s no threat.

      “LZ is clear,” Enfield states. “The ECMs must’ve deployed after all.”

      “The damned diagnostics must be glitching,” Crabbe grumbles. “My AR is on the fritz too.”

      “Hold your positions,” Enfield says. “Recalibrate. We’re getting false positives from the downed bots.”

      Chapman swipes his pad to dismiss the threat warnings from his AR system, and as he shifts his weight, he feels something crunch underfoot. He glances down to see a bot’s arm beneath his boot, the man-sized M4 cyborg almost concealed by a layer of rubble. What the hell? Why is the bot buried? There’s been no blast to throw debris into the air.

      But then the answer hits him hard: They’re playing dead. The ECM didn’t fire. And in that moment, metallic fingers grasp his leg.

      There are no false positives. The bots are live. All of them.

      Chapman levels his weapon at the M4 below him and fires a three-shot burst, but the bot moves fast, rolling in the rubble, its hands still clamped onto Chapman’s right leg. Chapman tumbles, his shots going wide, blue bursts of light crackling against the concrete as the buzz rounds discharge their electrostatic payloads. Landing heavily on his side, Chapman lets out a grunt, but his training kicks in, muscle memory taking over as he raises his rifle to reacquire his target.

      The bot releases him as it scrambles to its feet, towering over Chapman’s prone body, swiping his rifle aside. Chapman clings to his weapon, but before he can take aim, the bot lashes out with its fists, landing crushing blows to Chapman’s chest. His body armor absorbs the brunt of the brutal attack, but even so, the breath is driven from Chapman’s body; another well-placed punch could take him out of the fight.

      The M4 raises its fists above its head, preparing to deliver a deadly blow, and Chapman seizes his moment. Aiming his rifle at the M4’s exposed throat, he squeezes the trigger and his shots slam home, sinking into the bot’s articulated neck assembly and detonating with a series of sharp cracks. Sparks race from the ruptured joint, and the bot clutches at the wound, its metallic fingers scrabbling against the soot-stained alloy.

      Chapman jumps up, ready to fire, but the bot goes down, crumpling to the ground. It lands on its front, its head crashing into the rubble, and a bright web of jagged blue lines crawls across its skull. For a heartbeat, its limbs thrash, kicking up a cloud of dust, but a shudder runs through its body, and then it is still.

      Chapman needs to take a breath, but there’s no time. The rest of his unit are engaged, fighting hand-to-hand, the bots getting in close to deny their opponents the proper use of their rifles. Only Crabbe has managed to break free, but he’s firing wildly into the melee, his shots having little effect.

      “Crabbe, focus your fire,” Chapman calls out. “We’ve got this.”

      “The hell we have,” Crabbe snaps back. “We should abort. Fall back to the ship.”

      Enfield’s voice comes over the comms. “Negative, Crabbe. These bots are unarmed. Help Dern. Chapman, help Clarke. I have this bastard on the ropes.”

      “Got it,” Chapman says, and as he hurries to assist Clarke, he sees Enfield shouldering his rifle to fire point blank into the head of an M4. The bot spins around, its arms wide, then it falls to the concrete with a crash. Two down, Chapman tells himself, taking careful aim at the pair of bots circling Corporal Clarke. She’s holding her own, parrying the bots’ punches with her rifle, her teeth bared in a savage snarl. Chapman selects one of her opponents and sights through his scope. If he opts for a head shot, he risks hitting Clarke, so he centers his reticle on the bot’s pelvic subframe: a decent-sized target and much more vulnerable than its heavily armored thorax.

      He fires, and his aim is true, fragments of shattered metal flying from the bot’s hip. It staggers back, giving Clarke enough space to finish the job, taking the bot down with a three-shot burst to the neck. Her second opponent leaps back, and Chapman shifts his rifle to track its erratic movements, but as he fires, the cyborg reacts fast, spinning around and twisting its body to escape unharmed. Chapman adjusts his aim, but the bot is already in motion, powering toward him, its arms a blur as it closes in. Chapman flips his rifle to automatic and hoses the bot down from head to toe, buzz rounds turning its body into a seething mass of crackling sparks. Still, it draws closer, its momentum carrying it forward. Chapman steels himself, concentrating his fire on the bot’s skull, and suddenly, the cyborg’s legs buckle, pitching it head-first into a clumsy dive, its arms flailing wildly. Chapman holds his ground as the stricken bot slides toward him through the rubble, and at the last moment, the M4 grinds to a halt, its body grating against the crumbling concrete, its head lolling at a bizarre angle.

      Holy shit! Chapman stares at the downed cyborg. He’s spent the last four months training for sixteen hours a day, both on the sims and against practice bots, but these M4s are taking the fight to the next level. They’re faster, stronger, and smarter than any bots he’s ever seen. Thank God they weren’t armed. But then, if they’d been carrying active weapons, there was a good chance they’d have been picked up by his AR system, and if they were waiting to spring an ambush…

      Chapman pushes the thought aside as he sprints to a new position, scanning the battlefield. The tide has turned, and Enfield, assisted by Crabbe, is taking out the last of the opposition while the rest of the team check the inoperative bots, testing for signs of residual activity. The buzz rounds should’ve fried the bots’ neurogel networks, but after what just happened, Chapman doesn’t blame them for making sure.

      He joins the others, pulling his scanner from his belt as he jogs across to the first cyborg he took down. Bending to hold his scanner six inches above the bot’s chest, he catches a glimpse of movement from the corner of his eye, but it’s nothing; just a hunk of rubble settling among the debris.

      His scanner beeps to let him know its cycle is done, and Chapman holds his breath as the result flashes up in his goggles:

      Cyborg status code: 37. Unit has power but no active operating system detected.

      “This one’s inop,” he reports. “Looks like we’re done here.”

      “Almost,” Enfield replies. “Everybody grab as many ident chips as you can. I’ve tried with a couple over here, but I can’t see a way in.”

      “Understood,” Chapman says, slinging his rifle strap over his shoulder and swapping his scanner for a multi-tool. Carefully, he releases the catches on the bot’s body armor and peels back the main ceramic plate from the cyborg’s thorax. But now he understands the lieutenant’s last remark. The bot’s access hatch is exactly where it should be, in the center of its alloy back, but its edges have been sealed: welded together and rubbed smooth. “No can do,” he says, straightening his back. “We’d need a cutting torch to get into this sucker.”

      “Same here,” Dern calls out. “I’ve checked three and they’re all the same. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s not right.”

      “Against the Beijing Convention,” Enfield agrees. “Damned shame.”

      “Sir, there’s another problem,” Wallace says. “Our master uplink keeps dropping out. We have team comms, and I’ve reestablished contact with the orbital, but I can’t raise HQ. Seems like someone’s trying to break our chain of command.”

      Enfield shakes his head. “Not possible. The link is secure. No one can jam it without the key. It’s just another damned glitch, but comms or no comms, our orders stand. We’ll finish the mission as planned, but before we move out, use your vest cams to grab some footage of these bots, including the sealed hatches. We’ll see what the guys at HQ make of it when we get back. Five seconds then we move on.” He raises his arm, pointing to a squat building, its sides clad in dull, gray metal. “That’s our objective: the final assembly plant. We’ll go in through the side door. Reset your AR. Regard every threat as legit. Chapman, when we hit that door, you’ll secure our exit and hold it.”

      They cover the open terrain fast, Chapman’s gaze always on the move, skimming the rooftops and scanning the ground, his mind racing. Had the bots really created an ambush at the LZ, or is he just getting paranoid? It doesn’t add up, he tells himself. They couldn’t have known where we’d land. It had to be a coincidence. Bad luck. The kind of crappy random chance that could scupper the best-planned operation.

      “You hear that?” Crabbe mutters darkly.

      Without slowing, Chapman glances at the sky, and he can just make out a low hum drifting on the breeze: the thrum of whirring blades. “Drones. Heading this way.”

      “Too low to be military,” Enfield says. “Automated cargo. Components for the plant, most likely. Ignore it. There’s our entry point. Come on!”

      Spotting the steel door, Chapman sprints toward it, taking up position to the right of the door then facing back across the lot, shouldering his rifle. From beside him, there’s a metallic thud as Crabbe clamps a breaching charge to the door.

      “Fire it up,” Enfield commands, and a dull roar rolls out across the barren concrete. “On me,” Enfield says, kicking the battered door inward. The others stream inside, but Chapman stays at his post, his eyes everywhere.

      And the blood drains from his face.

      In the distance, among the desolate morass of debris, the ground is shifting, stirring. From the ruined concrete, dark shapes clamber from the rubble, rising from the ground as if summoned from their shallow graves. His AR confirms it. M4 Bots. Scores of them. They must’ve guessed at likely approaches and buried themselves around the compound’s perimeter, creating a minefield, a killing ground, forcing any intruders to run a gauntlet of grasping hands. Now, aroused by the breaching charge’s blast, they rise, clouds of dust swirling like smoke from their gleaming skeletons as they stretch their powerful limbs. And as one, they turn toward Chapman.

      Shit! Chapman tilts his head to his scope. “We have bots out here,” he reports as he selects a target. “More than fifty. I won’t be able to hold them. We need a missile strike.”

      It takes an age for Enfield’s reply: “Call it in. Dern, Wallace, go help Chapman.”

      “Requesting strike now.” Chapman taps his utility pad, and his headset chimes to confirm the connection to the orbital platform. “This is Omega Zulu Three,” he begins, “requesting immediate missile strike. Multiple hostile cyborgs. Targeting data coming through now.” Activating the target acquisition slide on his scope, he scans across the ragged line of bots, the reticle flickering red as it identifies and registers each cyborg.

      The synthesized voice in his headset is unsettlingly lifelike, its tone calm and professional: “Targets acquired. Missile strike initiated. Impact in sixty seconds.”

      And as if sensing the impending threat, the bots break into a run.

      Chapman sidesteps into the doorway, firing as he moves, his three-shot bursts taking out an M4. The bot falls awkwardly, colliding with its neighbor and sending it crashing to the ground. But still, the other bots power toward Chapman, their heavy footsteps ringing out, alloy feet clattering over the concrete.

      He fires again and again, taking out two more bots with clean shots to their pelvic subframes, but it isn’t enough; there are just too many of them. A hollow fear squirms in his belly, a film of sweat prickles his scalp, but Chapman stands his ground, firing until his magazine is empty. Ducking back behind the doorframe, he reloads, and when Wallace and Dern emerge from the building’s gloomy interior, he lets out a grateful breath.

      Wallace kneels in the doorway, Dern taking up position behind her, and Chapman stands by their side. Together, they lay down a field of fire, and the bots slow their pace, some of them stumbling to a halt, others staggering back.

      A warning tone blares in Chapman’s headset: “Alert! Incoming missiles.”

      “Take cover,” he yells, and Dern is quick to comply, but Wallace is still shooting.

      “Wallace, move!”

      “Wait one second.”

      “Goddamnit!” Chapman grabs hold of her shoulder and hauls her to her feet, pushing her aside. Just in time.

      Chapman doesn’t see the missiles hurtling downward from the orbital, but the explosions sear bright green images into his retinas. Dazzled, he jumps back, pressing himself against the wall, and a shockwave tears through the doorway, hurling debris into the darkness. It only lasts for a split second, but when Chapman peers around the doorframe, the only movement is the breeze blowing through the veil of dust. The bots are gone.

      “Sergeant–” Wallace begins, but Chapman’s glare cuts her short, and she lowers her gaze; he doesn’t need to spell it out.

      “Chapman, report,” Enfield says over the comms.

      “Missile strike successful,” Chapman replies, glancing back over the parking lot. “All hostile bots destroyed.”

      “Good work. Head north to my position. We’ll regroup.”

      “Yes, sir.” Chapman activates the image intensifier in his goggles, and as his view of the building’s interior brightens, he takes in the tall rows of industrial shelving units, crates of spare parts, and drums of cable. A tap on his utility pad brings up a bearing on Enfield’s position, and he starts walking. “Wallace, Dern, stay close. Be ready. Wallace, you’d better watch our six.” His tone tells her that she’d better do a damned good job; she has plenty to make up for.

      They move quickly, treading carefully, threading their way between the stacks of shelving, but though Chapman’s gaze probes every corner, every lingering shadow, there are no signs of resistance and no warnings on his threat display. It takes only a few minutes to reach the RP where Enfield, Crabbe, and Clarke are hunkered down beside a steel door.

      “Control room,” Enfield explains, “and I have some new orders for you, so listen up.”

      “Sir?” Crabbe begins, but then his voice falters, and he looks away for a moment.

      Ignoring the interruption, Enfield carries on: “For reasons I won’t go into, you were given one objective: to secure the control room and lock down the plant. In reality, our orders are to capture as much intel as possible and then carry out a controlled demolition.”

      Dern lets out a low whistle. “This plant must’ve cost a fortune, and we’re going to blow it up? Just like that?”

      “Not the whole plant,” Enfield replies. “The bots have gained control of all critical systems. They’re the infection, and we’re the treatment. We’ll destroy the control room, the data bank, and the server room, but we’ll minimize damage to the heavy plant. The production line can be salvaged and reused. Any questions?”

      “What about any remote backup sites?” Dern asks. “Have they been infiltrated or are they secure?”

      “We don’t know for sure, but no one’s taking any chances,” Enfield says. “When we blow our charges, there’ll be a coordinated airstrike on the backup sites. They’re underground with no human personnel, so they’ll be hit with bunker busters and destroyed. Is that it?”

      Searching their expressions and seeing no reason to pause, Enfield carries on: “Crabbe, you’re with me. We’ll hit the server room. Clarke, Dern, you’ll lay charges in the data bank. Chapman, you’ll stay here with Wallace and blow the control room. Remember, we’re looking for intel, so don’t use breaching charges to gain access unless absolutely necessary. Get inside quietly and grab any portable data storage you can find.” Enfield’s fingers dart over his utility pad. “You all have your new orders and objectives. RV at the dropship in fifteen minutes. When we’re all out, I’ll trigger the charges. Go to it.”

      “Yes, sir,” they chorus, and the teams split up, two pairs setting off at a run while Chapman and Wallace exchange a look.

      “Showtime,” Chapman says. “Wallace, deal with that door.”

      Wallace steps up to the access panel, pulling a probe from a pocket on her vest and inserting it into the keypad’s side. “This will only take a second.” She casts him a furtive glance. “Sergeant, back there…I don’t know what happened.”

      “Forget about it. Heat of the battle.” Chapman checks over his shoulder then adjusts his grip on his rifle. “How’s it going with that lock, Wallace? We don’t have much time.”

      “Got it.” Wallace stretches her hand toward the door, but Chapman grabs her arm.

      “Did you check it for triggers?”

      Her expression tight, Wallace nods. “Of course. It’s clean.”

      “All right.” Releasing her arm, Chapman steps forward, pushing the door open and raising his rifle in one movement, sweeping the room. “Clear.”

      Wallace is at his side. “Where do you want me to start?”

      “Plant your charges. Focus on the main consoles. Make sure they’ll be irrecoverable. I’ll check for intel.” He crosses the room, recognizing the main control panel from that morning’s briefing, but there are no removable components and no storage modules lying around: not so much as a disk or a scrap of paper to collect. I guess they’ll have better luck in the server room and the data bank, he tells himself, and as if reading his thoughts, his earpiece crackles into life:

      “This is Crabbe. We came under fire. Enfield is down.”

      “Wounded?” Chapman demands. “Can you get him out of there?”

      A pause. “Enfield is dead. I’m falling back to the RV.”

      Chapman hesitates. There’s no sound of gunfire on the comms, and the bots they’ve met so far have been unarmed. “Crabbe, what happened? Did you complete your task?”

      No reply.

      “Goddammit, Crabbe! Did you set your charges, yes or no?”

      “Yes, but we’re screwed. Enfield has the fire control unit.”

      Chapman bares his teeth. “Get a grip, Crabbe. We can get new trigger codes. Fall back to my position. Do not head for the RV alone.”

      “All right,” Crabbe replies, his voice strained. “On my way.”

      “Shit!” Chapman hisses, but before he can open a channel to request the codes from the orbital, a notification buzzes in his earpiece:

      “Warning. Vest cams inoperative. Audio feeds inoperative. All links with orbital platform inoperative.”

      Chapman checks his utility pad, but the feeds are dead and he can’t reset the comms link. “Wallace, can you do anything with this? We have comms for the team but nothing else. Not a damned thing.”

      “On it.” Wallace works furiously at her utility pad, muttering under her breath.

      “What was that?” Chapman demands.

      Wallace looks up, her eyes narrowed, then slowly, she shakes her head. “Nothing, Sergeant.”

      The silence hangs in the air, straining Chapman’s patience paper-thin. He checks the time then takes a breath. “Forget the comms. Finish laying the charges. Without the trigger codes, we’ll have to go old-school. A timer won’t let us down.”

      “Will do.” She hesitates. “I wasn’t getting anywhere with the comms, anyhow. Seems like the links were deliberately disabled.” She locks eyes with Chapman then returns her attention to her task, moving from one console to the next, attaching magnetic charges and ripping off their safety tabs to prime them.

      Chapman takes out his own bundle of charges and his control unit, setting up the wireless link between all the detonators in the room before selecting a timer. But he can’t initiate the countdown without talking to the remaining team. “Clarke, are you done laying charges in the data bank? I need you to set a timer for ten minutes on my mark. Got it?”

      No reply.

      “Clarke, do you copy?” Chapman demands. “Dern, report!”

      “They can’t hear you.”

      Chapman spins around. “Crabbe! What the fuck?”

      Crabbe stands in the doorway, cradling his rifle in his hands, a haunted look in his eyes. “Clarke is down. Dern too.”

      “Jesus,” Wallace breathes, raising her rifle to waist height, the barrel pointing directly at Crabbe. “I knew it!”

      Chapman pushes her rifle aside. “Calm down, Wallace. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Don’t you get it?” Wallace snaps. “He killed Enfield and the others. We have to stop him.”

      “Stand down, Corporal,” Chapman commands. “You’re jumping at shadows. Any more of this bullshit, and you’ll be finished in the Cutters.”

      Wallace juts her chin, the defiant gesture bad enough, but when she shoulders her rifle, Chapman’s tolerance goes past its breaking strain. Lunging forward, he snatches Wallace’s weapon with his left hand, pushing it upward and twisting it from her grip while using his weight to force her back. Wallace almost stumbles, but she stays upright, regaining her balance, a fierce scowl on her lips.

      “Enough!” Chapman roars. “One more move and I’ll put you down.”

      Breathing hard, Wallace raises her hands. “Sarge, you have to listen to me. He’s fucked up this mission from the start. I’ll bet he didn’t even try to fire the ECMs. And the uplink, the comms…that must’ve been him. Don’t you see?”

      Chapman stares at her, taking in the dark glint of madness in her eyes. He’s seen it before: soldiers going to pieces, unraveling in the midst of missions gone awry, strained nerves pushed beyond endurance. He keeps his gun trained on Wallace, but she isn’t on the edge of a breakdown; she’s standing firm, ready to take on the world. And a seed of doubt stirs in his mind.

      “Sergeant Crabbe,” Chapman says, keeping his voice steady, “the charge control unit is on that console. I got the timer ready. I want you to start the countdown.”

      Crabbe shrugs. “Sure.” He crosses to the console and studies the control unit’s timer. “Ten minutes. Is that long enough?”

      “Plenty,” Chapman replies.

      “Done. Let’s get out of here.”

      Crabbe heads for the door, but Chapman steps back, barring the way. He looks Crabbe in the eye. “Wait a second. I want to check something.”

      “For God’s sake,” Crabbe grumbles. “We don’t have time.”

      “Wallace, pick up that timer. Nice and easy.” He waits, watching her like a hawk while she complies. “Now, pass it over here.”

      He takes the control unit with one hand, turning it over to study it from all angles, then he flashes Crabbe a smile. “Interesting.”

      “What now?” Crabbe growls. “The damned thing is counting down. If you want to stay here and watch it get to zero, be my guest, but I’m out of here.”

      He steps close, but Chapman doesn’t stand aside.

      “Hold on, Crabbe. Seems like we might have a problem.” Chapman holds up the control unit, pressing his thumb against its touch panel and nodding toward its tiny display. “Looks like the frequency got changed. No more link, so the charges won’t detonate. How could that have happened, do you think?”

      “Ask her,” Crabbe shot back. “She screwed it up. I just started the goddamned timer like you said. You saw me, goddammit. How would I know what frequency you were using?”

      “You wouldn’t have to,” Wallace retorts. “You just knew you could break the link, isolate the control unit.”

      “How about it, Crabbe?” Chapman lays the unit down then squeezes his rifle tight, adrenaline flaring through his muscles as he faces Crabbe down, the two men toe-to-toe.

      And Crabbe laughs. “If I’d wanted you dead, I could’ve put a bullet in your back ten times over.”

      “No. You couldn’t do that. You wouldn’t want to go back alone,” Chapman says. “Sole survivor of a failed mission. Wouldn’t look good.”

      “There’d be an inquiry, for sure,” Wallace puts in. “You didn’t want that, did you, Crabbe?”

      Chapman’s stare burns into Crabbe. “She’s right. You wanted witnesses. You wanted to make it look good, like you tried, like you did your best, but the mission just didn’t work out.”

      Crabbe’s smile is gone. “I’ve had enough of this bullshit. You’re a goddamned mess, Chapman. Hell, you lost half your team in a training exercise, and now this! You’re finished. Done.”

      A flash of ice-cold certainty flares through Chapman’s mind, and he knows what he has to do. But as he brings his rifle up, Crabbe’s fist comes out of nowhere, driving a hard uppercut to the tip of Chapman’s jaw. For an instant, his world turns black, and as he blinks the pain away, a whirl of rage boils in his belly. Crabbe is gone.

      “Bastard!”

      Wallace steps forward. “We can catch him.”

      Chapman holds up his hand. “I’ll go. You stay here and link the charges, and–” He breaks off, blinking. “I can’t find Crabbe’s position. He’s dropped off my AR.”

      “He must’ve pulled his transponder. Not hard if you know what you’re doing, but it’ll break his tracking system. He won’t be able to see where we are, but I guess he doesn’t give a shit about that.” She grimaces. “He’s probably heading for the hills, the goddamned coward. When I get my hands on him…”

      Chapman shakes his head. “There’s no point going on a wild goose chase, goddammit. We’ll have to forget about Crabbe. We have a mission to complete. Relink the charges, set the timer for fifteen minutes, then head for the ship. Got it?”

      “Okay,” Wallace says reluctantly. “You’re the boss.”

      “You’re damned right.” Snatching up a bundle of charges, Chapman makes for the door. “I’ve got time to hit one target, so I’m going to finish what the lieutenant started. I’m heading to the server room.” He pauses on the threshold. “Stay sharp, Wallace. Crabbe might still be around. Don’t underestimate him.”

      “Understood. Good luck, Sarge.”

      “You too,” Chapman says, and then he runs, racing into the gloom, towers of shelving flickering past his peripheral vision as he dashes into the darkness. They’ve all been briefed on the building’s layout, but has he remembered it right? Was the server room on the east side or was that the switch room?

      Suddenly, he finds himself in empty space, and he skids to a halt. This is the assembly line: a cavernous hall stretching through the center of the building. The sleeping hulks of dormant machines stand on every side, taller than Chapman, angular robotic arms poised as if frozen in the midst of some furious activity. Above him, dangling silently from a web of mighty steel rails, sleek shapes hang like plastic models from a child’s ceiling. And Chapman can only stand and stare.

      Drones. The bots are building goddamned drones. He shakes his head. It makes sense, he tells himself. To win, they need to project power. They need to own the airspace. The thought spurs him into action, and he powers forward, crossing the space in a second, certain, now, of his direction.

      A reinforced door looms from the shadows, and Chapman allows himself a grim smile; the door has been forced, a ring of scorched steel showing where one of the team deployed a breaching charge. He’s on the right track.

      Yanking the door open, Chapman scans the corridor beyond, but it's empty, silent. He steps inside, striding purposefully. There. A stainless steel security door marks the entrance to the server room. The keypad has been destroyed, but the sliding door hasn’t been closed properly, and Chapman forces his fingers into the slim gap. Grunting, he shoves the door back along its reluctant runners. And his eyes go wide.

      Stretched out on the floor, Lieutenant Enfield lies still, his hands reaching out for freedom, the fingers of his right hand bent where they’ve been jammed between the door and its frame. Chapman kneels at his side, feeling for a pulse on Enfield’s throat, but there’s no trace of life, only the ragged edge of a wound, the flesh crisped and blackened. Buzz rounds weren’t designed for use against human targets, but a direct hit on the head or neck could be fatal. Enfield must’ve died in agony, his body wracked with spasms, but he’d gone out fighting, his last act a desperate struggle for escape.

      Without you, it might have taken me too long to get inside, Chapman thinks. I won’t let you down. Working quickly, he takes the remaining demolition charges from Enfield’s vest, adding them to his own. There are only eight, but it should be enough.

      “Damn!” He rifles through Enfield’s other pockets, but the control unit is missing, no doubt taken by Crabbe. His own unit is back in the control room, and the charges can’t be detonated any other way. He purses his lips. If he uses the comms, Crabbe will be able to hear, but there’s no choice. “Wallace, are you done?”

      “Task complete,” she replies, her voice breathless.

      “Are you heading out?”

      “Negative. I’m en route to…a secondary target.”

      A heavy weight seems to press on Chapman’s shoulders. Wallace is headed for the data bank. “Stop what you’re doing, Wallace. I need you here. Do you have a control unit?”

      “Yes, but I’m almost there. Can you give me ten seconds? If the charges are still there…shit!”

      The hairs prickle on the back of Chapman’s neck. “What is it?”

      A hiss of static, and then: “It’s Clarke and Dern.”

      “Are they dead?”

      “Yes. Both dead. I’m taking their charges, but…wait. I heard something.”

      A crackling fizz spits from Chapmans’ earpiece. “Wallace, what happened? Do you copy?”

      Nothing.

      And then a dull voice whispers across the airwaves, its soulless tone remorseless, almost inhuman: “You had to come back, didn’t you, Chapman. You had to play the big man, and now look what happened. Look what you made me do.”

      “Crabbe, you bastard!” Chapman snarls. “Is she dead?”

      “Of course.”

      Chapman clenches his fists. “Listen to me, you goddamned maniac. This has gone far enough.”

      “Has it?” Crabbe whispers. “Has it really?” He lets out a wry chuckle. “Oh, you have no idea, Chapman. No idea what they’re capable of. No idea at all.”

      New plan, Chapman tells himself. Assess. Adapt. Initiate. Scooping up the charges, Chapman exits the room, being sure to make his footsteps silent. It’s time for a new target, a new objective. But first, he needs to distract Crabbe’s attention.

      “You know what? You’re right, Crabbe. I don’t get it. Why don’t you tell me about it? You’re working for the bots now? Is that it?”

      “Bots,” Crabbe sneers. “They’re just the foot soldiers, the workers, like ants in a nest. They have no idea what they’re doing. No vision.”

      Chapman is in the corridor now. If Crabbe has stayed near the data bank, he’s just seconds away. “So, who’s the queen ant in this scenario? You?”

      “Huh!” Crabbe grunts. “Is that what you think this is? I thought you were smarter than that.”

      “I guess I’m playing catch-up,” Chapman says. He tilts his head, stops walking. He can make out a background hum, a throb of machinery. He turns to trace the source of the sound and finds himself staring at a heavy-duty door. There’s an inspection window, and he presses his face against it, peering into the dimly lit room beyond. I thought so. This is perfect. But a sinking sensation stirs in his gut. He’s found a target, but he doesn’t have a control unit.

      “Crabbe, why are you still here?” he asks, keeping his voice neutral. “What’s your plan?” And as he listens to Crabbe’s hollow laughter, Chapman sets off, backtracking along his route.

      “Keeping me talking?” Crabbe asks. “Have something in mind?”

      Chapman grunts. “You got me. To be honest, I’m hoping you stay put while I get the hell out of here. Only one thing on my mind, and that’s making it back to base in one piece.”

      “You can try. Makes no difference to me. Makes no difference to them. They won this round. They’re not interested in anything else. They’re not like us. They’re single-minded, and they’re in no hurry. They can take as long as they want, but they’ll never give in, never stop.”

      “Sounds bleak.” Chapman turns a corner and crosses the assembly line, but this time, he doesn’t slow down. “You know they’re building drones in here, right? What are they planning to do?”

      “Who knows? Who gives a shit? No way to stop it.”

      Chapman enters the control room, grabbing the charge control unit and halting the countdown before picking up a couple of charges and stuffing them into his pockets.

      “Are you outside yet?” Crabbe demands. “I can’t see you.”

      “Yeah, I’m staying low,” Chapman replies. “Can’t have you taking potshots at me.” He stops in his tracks. He’s not the only one bluffing. If Crabbe is looking out over the parking lot, he must’ve walked away from the data bank. But is he still on the move? “Hey, Crabbe, will you do something for me?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “I just want you to go back and check on Wallace. I need to know if she’s dead or just wounded. If there’s a chance—”

      “There’s no way,” Crabbe interrupts. “Forget it.”

      “Just check for me, okay? She has folks back home. A husband and a son. They should get to know for certain what happened to her.”

      A pause, then: “All right.”

      “Thanks.” Chapman picks up his pace. If Crabbe hears him breathing hard, he’ll just assume he’s running back to the dropship, but even so, the seconds drag out. If Crabbe guesses what he’s doing, he could appear at any moment.

      But just as Chapman opens his mouth to speak, Crabbe comes back on the comms: “I’ll be damned, Wallace is still alive. But I don’t think she’ll make it. Shame. I never knew that…about her kid. I never…”

      Chapman bites back a curse. “Listen, Crabbe, it’s not too late. You can save her. She’s a Cutter, just like you. Take her medkit and give her a shot. Keep her alive. I’ll come back for her.”

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      “Just fucking do it, or so help me, I’ll hunt you down and shoot you myself.”

      “All right, goddammit!” Crabbe snaps. “Can’t see the point, but I’ll do it. I’ll give her the shot.”

      Chapman takes a breath. His plan just got a whole lot harder. He checks his six then dashes along the corridor, halting beside the heavy duty door he discovered earlier. Beyond it, the whir of machinery still hums its restless rhythm. Now, all he needs is stealth, a few uninterrupted minutes, and a shit ton of luck.

      “So, Crabbe, how’s she doing?” he asks as he takes out his probe and slots it into the door’s keypad.

      “She’s stable,” Crabbe grunts. “She’ll live…for a while.”

      “Thanks, man. Appreciate it.” Chapman concentrates on his utility pad, watching the display as the lock hacking process begins, willing it to go faster.

      “What are you doing?” Crabbe calls out, an edge of suspicion in his voice. “Are you coming back to get her or what?”

      “On my way. Like I said, I’m on my belly out here. Could be some bots on the way.”

      “True enough,” Crabbe concedes. “I guess they’ll kill me too.”

      The door unlocks, and Chapman holds his breath as he pulls it open, slipping inside as quietly as he can. “So why did you do it, Crabbe? Why did you work for them?”

      “It’s complicated. I didn’t do this for the hell of it. I’ve got kids of my own. A wife. But I didn’t have a choice. No choice at all.”

      “I don’t buy that.” Chapman moves swiftly through the room, laying the charges, checking the links. He only needs another minute, but he has to keep Crabbe occupied. “I mean, there are always options, right? So what happened? How did they get to you?”

      There’s a pause before Crabbe replies. “What’s that noise? Sounds like machinery or something. Where are you?”

      “I told you, man, I’m outside. There are drones overhead.” Chapman almost smiles at the ease of the deception while he lays the last charge and sets the timer on the control unit. Crabbe mutters something under his breath, but Chapman is already on the move. He’s set the timer as low as he dares, and now he has just five minutes to retrieve Wallace and escape from the building.

      Marching down the corridor, he checks his rifle. He’s a good shot, but Crabbe is an experienced soldier, and taking him out with buzz rounds won’t be easy. Ahead, there’s an intersection with the corridor that leads to the data bank. Once he turns the corner, he’ll be committed, with nothing between him and Crabbe but a straight run of corridor with nowhere to hide. Chapman takes a steadying breath, letting it escape from his lips slowly, silently.

      “You know what I think?” Crabbe says, and the sound sends a chill to race down Chapman’s spine. He isn’t just hearing Crabbe over the comms; he’s nearby, his voice echoing along the stark corridor.

      Chapman feels his muscle memory kicking in, his grip firm on his rifle, his fingers exactly where they’re meant to be. He visualizes Crabbe, pictures the point on the man’s throat where his first shot must strike.

      “You were never outside,” Crabbe goes on. “You’re in here somewhere, causing trouble. Maybe you rigged up some charges, or maybe you’re just sniffing me out, trying to get the jump on me, somehow figuring how to get the upper hand.”

      You know me too well, Chapman thinks, and pressing himself against the wall, he shoulders his rifle and leans out around the corner. Crabbe’s figure fills his scope, his outline picked out in red in Chapman’s goggles: a warning against friendly fire. But Crabbe’s rifle isn’t raised; it hangs from his right hand, pointing at the ground. And the man’s shoulders are slumped, his head bowed. Chapman’s finger tightens on his trigger, but he can’t fire. Not like this. “Drop your weapon!” he yells. “Give it up, Crabbe!”

      Crabbe sighs. “Fuck it,” he whispers. He drops his rifle, and as it falls clattering to the floor, he runs, taking off like a greyhound from a trap. Arms pumping, breath hissing on the comms, Crabbe sprints into the darkness.

      “Stop!” Chapman calls after him, but it’s too late. Crabbe is gone.

      Let him go, Chapman tells himself. He can’t stop me now. Pushing himself off from the wall, he runs to the data bank. The door has been breached, and it swings open easily on its hinges. Inside, half hidden by the tall racks of hard drives, Wallace lies on the floor, huddled in a fetal ball. Farther in, two more bodies are sprawled on the hard floor, but a glance is all it takes to see that it’s too late to save Clarke and Dern. Crabbe has made sure of that.

      “Easy, Wallace,” Chapman says. “You’re okay. Let’s get you out of here.” She moans as he hoists her over his shoulders, and then time blurs as he runs hard, powering through the plant, hurtling around corners, the only sound the blood singing in his ears.

      Barging out through the door, the daylight stings his eyes, the dust-filled air rasping in his throat. But Chapman doesn’t slow. The riven concrete flies away beneath his boots as he dashes over the uneven ground, his eyes fixed on the dropship’s ungainly silhouette.

      He’s just thirty yards away when he catches sight of a movement from the corner of his eye, and he looks back.

      Drones. Maybe twenty of them, flying low, blades whining, curved alloy bodies cutting through the air. Glinting darkly in the sunlight, they swoop from the skies, homing in on Chapman, closing him down.

      Suppressing a defiant roar, Chapman pours every ounce of strength into his headlong dash, leg muscles burning, heart hammering against his ribs. Something slams into the ground alongside him, spraying dust and chunks of gravel. Chapman jinks like a startled hare, but he will not slow, will not give in.

      The drones are close now, the low whir of their motors reverberating all around him, battering against his senses, chilling him to the bone.

      Twenty yards, he tells himself. Nineteen. But he’s not going to make it. Whatever the drones are firing, at this range, they can’t miss.

      Behind him, the staccato bark of automatic fire splits the air, but no bullets rake the ground at Chapman’s feet, and anyway, the shots sound somehow distant, the flat rattle of gunfire echoing across the empty space. And something changes. Above him, the thrum of motors wavers, shifts, fades as if the drones are gaining height, and Chapman grabs his chance, sprinting the final yards to the waiting ship. The hatch has sealed automatically, but he throws himself against the armored hull, his fingers scrabbling at the keypad, and as the hatch hisses open, Chapman staggers inside, finally setting Wallace down, his legs almost collapsing beneath him.

      The control to close the hatch is a simple square of metal, but as Chapman’s hand goes toward it, he hesitates, peering back toward the plant. In the distance, a lone figure stands, his form dark against the building’s gray wall. But in Chapman’s goggles, the soldier is outlined in red.

      Crabbe stands in the open, his rifle aimed toward the sky, and although he has no cover, he’s unleashing a hail of buzz rounds at the drones swarming toward him.

      Move, Chapman thinks. Get out of there! But the drones are already firing back, and Crabbe staggers, falling hard against the wall.

      For a heartbeat, Chapman stares, willing Crabbe to get to his feet, to run for cover. But then a deep boom rumbles through the air, a plume of thick smoke thrusting upward from the building to blossom in the air. The demolition charges have done their work, rupturing the plant’s vast cylinders of bio-fuel to set thousands of gallons of ethanol aflame, the burning liquid gushing forth to pour through the plant, devouring all in its path.

      Chapman watches in awe, his gaze fixed on the twirling tongues of flame leaping up through the shifting tower of smoke, then finally, he closes the dropship’s hatch.

      He blinks, runs his hand across his mouth. There’s no more to tell. And as the dropship swims out of focus, Captain Turner’s office comes to take its place

      “Is that everything?” Captain Turner asked. “Anything you want to add?”

      “No, sir,” Chapman said. “That’s how it went down.”

      “I see.” Turner pursed his lips. “Of course, we’ll have questions for Corporal Wallace when she recovers. She should be able to corroborate your version of events, correct?”

      Chapman nodded. “Yes, sir. No doubt about it. She was onto Crabbe before I was. I think she figured out that the ECM wouldn’t completely misfire like that.”

      “Let’s not put words into her mouth. Time will tell.” Turner steepled his fingers, his gaze never shifting from Chapman. “Son, I have to tell you, from where I’m sitting, your story doesn’t stack up.”

      “Sir?”

      “I don’t accept it,” Turner began. “I knew Crabbe. The man was on his way to a distinguished career. His record was spotless, and he was personally decorated five times. Plus, his latest evaluation was just a week ago. It’s right here.” Turner pulled the open file back toward him, and when he lifted a sheet of paper, a glossy photograph slid across the desk toward Chapman. “Sergeant Crabbe is fully fit for duty,” Turner read. “His scores on the situational awareness simulators are outstanding.”

      But Chapman wasn’t listening. He reached out, taking up the photograph, handling it by its edges. In the image, Crabbe stood tall, straight-backed, proud in the dress uniform of the Cutters. But something wasn’t right.

      “Sir, this isn’t Crabbe.”

      Turner jutted his jaw. “How’s that?”

      “Sorry, sir, but with respect, this photo can’t be Crabbe.” Chapman nodded toward the image, holding it out to Turner. “It looks like him, for sure. A close relative maybe, but–”

      “Give me that,” Turner interrupted, snatching the photo from Chapman’s fingers. “I’ve known Ben Crabbe for years, and that is him. Granted he was still a corporal back then. This was taken when he joined the Cutters, before he got wounded, but that’s him.”

      “He was wounded? I didn’t know, but even so…” Chapman shifted awkwardly in his seat. “Sir, the man in that photo has brown eyes, but Crabbe’s were blue. He used to joke about it. Baby blues.”

      “Implants,” Turner stated. “Crabbe went up against an early model M2. He blew it to hell, but he was too close when it popped. Shrapnel in his skull. Damned near blew his head apart. It was only his courage that pulled him through.” Turner’s piercing glare was back. “Crabbe was strong as an ox. He was on the surgeon’s table for eight hours straight, but three weeks later he was back in training. Fitter than ever.” He leaned forward. “You have to be wrong about him, Chapman. Simple as that.”

      Chapman’s mouth went dry. Head injuries that had once been fatal could be treated, repaired. Anyone’s brain tissue could be cloned, regrown, grafted into place. But just a few short years ago, back when Crabbe had been a corporal, only generic cerebral tissue cultures had been available for restorative surgery. Neurogel networks. Just like the bots.

      As if taking Chapman’s silence as some kind of admission, Turner let out a dismissive grunt. “Crabbe was no coward, for God’s sake. He was a Cutter through and through, and there are no traitors in our ranks. None!” Turner bridled, his hand chopping the air. “I know for certain that an inquiry will prove Crabbe innocent, and then, by God, you’ll have some questions to answer. Are we clear, Sergeant? Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Chapman looked into Turner’s eyes, into his deep blue eyes, and slowly, he nodded. “Yes, sir. I understand. One hundred percent positive.”
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      STATUS REPORT

      TARGET: Adam Nathaniel Darnell

      LOCATION: Earth, Texas Prefecture, Austin Civil Regulation Zone

      OBSERVER: Keevok Flaagh

      RECOMMENDATION:

      The prompt blinked. It wanted a simple, binary decision on a matter far too delicate to handle via the standard reporting form.

      A hand clapped down on Keevok's shoulder.

      "C'mon, man," Adam said. "You're missing the fun."

      Fun. Such a wonderful human concept. Keevok tucked his universal data transmitter away before Adam noticed the Cirellian script or the fact that it only looked like an iPhone to casual inspection.

      They had come after work on an otherwise unremarkable Tuesday evening along with several others from their place of employment. The facility was equal parts restaurant, bar, and electro-kinetic entertainment venue. Discordant sound effects from the games spilled over conversations shouted within the food and drink areas and vying for audio supremacy with a popular musical recording blaring from ubiquitous overhead speakers.

      "Of course," Keevok replied with a guilty smile. "My manners."

      Other employees from GlaiveTECH had dispersed throughout the gaming arena in small groups or pairs, frequently mixed gender. The unexpected frequency of mating among professional peers had been a subject of previous reports.

      Keevok followed Adam through the crowd, ending at a machine whose queue for players suggested it possessed high amusement value.

      "Star Champion," Keevok read aloud from the side of the sit-down game's enclosure. "Is this new? I don't recall seeing it during last month's gathering."

      "Old," Adam replied. "Classic. I mean, the cabinet's new, but it's a re-release of a game I played as a kid. They never had Star Champion back in Botswana?"

      As with many aspects of his cover identity's homeland, Keevok pleaded ignorance. "No. We didn't see many games at all."

      "Watch and learn," Adam said when it was his turn to enter the simplified heavy assault fighter's simulated cockpit.

      Strongly suspecting that he would learn little from a fictionalized battle simulation with—from what other players had shown—dubious physics calculation, Keevok snuck out his universal data transmitter.

      The prompt remained, looking for his verdict.

      However, a message awaited, flagged infrared-level urgent.

      "Pardon me," Keevok said to the otherwise occupied Adam, then hastened to one of the restrooms for privacy.

      Closing himself inside a stall, he opened a message headlined: TIMETABLE ACCELERATED.

      The body of the message was no less ominous.

      The Rakahar Continuum approaches Earth. File final report and evacuate.

      This was too soon. The Continuum should have been occupied in Gaoan space for months longer than this.

      Adam was no longer just a subject for potential enlightenment. If Keevok didn't act, the human computer linguist could wind up the sole survivor of his species.

      Exiting the restroom without observing local flushing customs, Keevok sought out Adam.

      "There you are!" Adam called to him, shortening the search. "Didn't see you run off."

      Keevok put an arm around Adam's shoulder and leaned close. "Would you like to come aboard a real starship?"
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      Adam hadn’t known what to expect when he got into Keevok’s F-150 headed out of town. An elaborate prank? A misdirect? Adam’s best guess had been that someone had tasked his Botswanan friend with luring him to a surprise party and hadn’t explained how not to make someone suspicious along the way.

      When Keevok took an access road whose length of chain lay cut and dangling an ineffectual “NO TRESPASSING” sign, a knot twisted in Adam’s gut.

      “OK, man,” Adam told his friend. “No more messing with me. Where we going?”

      Keevok kept his eyes fixed on the dirt road as they kicked up a cloud of dust like a stampede. “You will see shortly. Please trust me.”

      Adam clung to the grab handle over his door as the vehicle careened over irregular terrain at breakneck speed. “I’d trust you more if this didn’t feel like you were taking me out to bury me in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Keevok said, cracking a hint of a smile. “I didn’t even bring a shovel. But to allay your fears, I am engaged in quite the opposite of terminating your life.”

      The truck skidded to a halt. Keevok shut it off but left the keys in the ignition. Warning chimes called after him as he hopped out. Adam followed his friend down to a dry riverbed.

      “What’s this all about? And don’t give me that line about seeing a—”

      Keevok had pulled out his cell phone, aiming it at the riverbed like a TV remote. With the press of a button, a matte gray spearhead of steel the size of a city bus materialized in front of his eyes.

      “Starship…” he breathed, gaping.

      Another button press and a hatch folded open from the side, becoming a ramp. “Please, follow me. I will explain in more detail in transit.”

      “So, this is an alien abduction,” Adam stated incredulously, backing toward the driver’s side of the pickup. The keys were in it. The engine was still warm.

      “Half correct. I am not, as you have no doubt deduced, from Botswana. However, I am hoping you come willingly. There may not be much time, and your planet is in grave danger.”

      “I mean, I know it’s hot out, but I can’t imagine global warming is going to kill us this fast.” He offered a nervous chuckle.

      Keevok didn’t seem inclined to joke. “If you do not wish to join me, I will advocate on your species’ behalf. However, if you remain, you will be eaten along with the rest of your kind.”

      “Eaten?” The rest of the words faded from Adam’s mind as he fixated on the visceral idea of becoming food.

      Keevok had already disappeared inside the craft. He poked his head back out. “If I am deceiving you, this vessel would not be able to go anywhere. Either decide to trust me or allow me to be on my way.”

      Adam burst into a run. “I’m coming!”
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      The cockpit controls were, unsurprisingly, alien to Adam. Sure, there were two chairs built to a size that fit his frame and a console covered in glowing controls, but those controls looked like a subway map labeled in hieroglyphics.

      Keevok tapped away at those mysterious controls without an instant’s hesitation. The boarding ramp folded up behind Adam. “Please be seated. The journey will be brief and comfortable.”

      Warily, Adam slipped between the pilot and passenger seats, careful to avoid bumping his chauffeur. He checked for buckles or harnesses. “Should I, you know, strap in or something?”

      The two-person shuttle rose without warning at one of Keevok’s taps at the controls. Adam only noticed by the change in view out the front window. There was no accompanying sensation of movement. “Unnecessary. Inertial compensation will keep you from experiencing external forces.”

      “Um. Cool.”

      The atmosphere rushed past at a ferocious rate, then gave way to the crystal-clear void beyond. Star, no longer obscured by the glint of sunlight off the sky, sprang into perfect focus. A chill ran through Adam’s bones.

      He caught Keevok watching his reaction.

      “I always enjoy watching how a non-spacefaring sentient first responds to leaving their planet.”

      “We’re space-faring,” Adam protested. Then his heart sank. “Oh, God. Don’t tell me those moon landing nutjobs were right!”

      “Your species has traveled to your moon,” Keevok allowed. “However, the Enlightened League Science Federation does not assign ‘space-faring’ to any species without either a permanent colony on another world or the capacity for faster-than-light travel.”

      They passed the moon like it was merely a roadside truck stop. Keevok zoomed past closer than Adam imagined was strictly necessary. Lunar craters yawned up at them from a mere hundred meters away. Then, with the tap of a few beeping controls, they sped off on a new vector.

      “Where we going?” Adam asked. “Your home planet? Am I… going to get studied or something?”

      “Us? Study you?” Keevok smirked. Such a human facial expression. “I was studying your entire planet. As a biological sample, your utility would be minimal. And no, we’re not going to my home planet, not directly, and if you’re lucky, not at all.”

      “Why would that be unlucky? What’s wrong with your homeworld?” Adam asked, wondering when his adrenal glands would empty out and stop giving him jolts of hand-quaking fear.

      Keevok swiveled his chair to face Adam, ignoring the controls for a moment. “My planet is a paradise, birthplace of my species yet home to countless visitors and migrant races who’ve made it their home. With our medical science, your lifespan would reach centuries. You’d learn secrets of the cosmos, enjoy art and culture from across half the galaxy, live a life of physical ease and intellectual challenge.”

      Adam fidgeted in his seat. “Doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “And we’ll only be heading there if I can’t convince the League Defense Fleet to intervene and protect Earth from being devoured by the Rakahar Continuum.”

      “Oh.”

      Keevok smiled. “Don’t worry.”

      “Because it will be all right?” Adam guessed.

      The smile faded. “No. Because worrying doesn’t fix anything. It floods your system with norepinephrine to no productive end. I’m going to need your help if your species is going to survive the present solar year.”

      Adam couldn’t imagine what use he could be. He was a back-end programmer at an indie game studio. Unless this Enlightened League needed to optimize graphics card performance for dynamic shadows or improve AI pathing, there wasn’t much he could offer.

      “So, if we’re not going to your homeworld, where are we going?”

      In answer to Adam’s question, a red planet loomed ahead. “No. I can already see it in your eyes. We are not going to Mars. Our transport is waiting in the Martian scanner shadow. Earth is just sophisticated enough that there is a glimmer of possibility that someone might detect them. Take pride in that much, at least, Earthling.”

      As they banked around Mars, Adam gaped openly.

      A starship.

      Keevok’s ship was a flying RV by comparison. Space made distance nearly impossible to judge, but the sleek, glossy black warship waiting for them had to have been the size of an aircraft carrier.

      No.

      As Keevok kept them on a steady course toward it, the vessel continued to grow. When finally a hangar bay loomed ahead to swallow them whole, Adam guessed that it was the size of a small city.

      A voice chirped from the control panel. “Welcome to Enlightened League Ship Ilgular, Earthling.”

      “It speaks English!” Adam gasped. “Wait. Did you teach it our language, or does, like, the whole galaxy speak English for some reason?”

      The shuttle set down, and the boarding ramp folded out with a hiss of pressure equalizing. “Neither,” Keevok replied. “I am a mid-grade psychic. It aids in my role as planetside researcher. I’ll be translating all alien dialects you hear.”

      “So, wait. You don’t actually speak my language at all?”

      Keevok headed down the boarding ramp. Adam trailed after him without thinking, more concerned for the answer to his question. “On the contrary. My fluency is quite necessary for the translation process. Come along. We have an important meeting.”

      Adam balked.

      At the bottom of the ramp, a rogues’ gallery of aliens gawked in his direction. Eyes mounted on the sides of heads, protruding from stalks, or faceted like an insect’s, all studied his every movement. The only commonality among the species present were the uniforms, each cut to the shape of its wearer but bearing stylistic similarity in its black fabric with gold trim.

      “Hello, Earthling.”

      “Greeting from Orion.”

      “May Ubok bless you, primitive visitor.”

      The greetings all came in voices appropriate to the speaker, but Adam forced himself to remember that Keevok was projecting the words into his head.

      He raised a tentative hand. “Hi.”

      Clucks and grunts and warbles of approval met his gesture.

      “You can make friends later,” Keevok called from the end of the gauntlet. “Right now, you need allies.”
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      Even after being warned what to expect during their short journey to the commander’s private study, Adam found himself intimidated. The chamber was sparse. Bare walls inset with blank tactical screens bore only a single holographic image, that of the being behind the desk accompanied by a more decorated officer. Commander Z’Targ wore the same uniform as his crew, albeit decorated with dotted rank emblems along the shoulders, but his bearing was far from the warm and welcoming. Though roughly shaped like him and Keevok—whatever his friend’s true shape might have been beneath his human guise—Z’Targ was reptilian in appearance. Armored green scales covered his face, and his tongue flicked intermittently as he spoke.

      “You didn’t even bring him through quarantine,” Z’Targ spoke to Keevok as if Adam weren’t there at all. “I’ll have to report to Medical Station, as I imagine many others will as well.”

      “If Gao has fallen—” Keevok began diplomatically.

      Z’Targ slammed a scaly, clawed fist on his desk, causing Adam to flinch. “Gao did not fall. They have been bypassed. The Gaoan government has chosen peaceful surrender.”

      “But they’ll be eaten!” Keevok objected.

      “You think I don’t know that?” Z’Targ demanded. “You think they don’t know that? They will be devoured humanely, they claim. The Continuum assured them.” Adam didn’t know how much of the nuance had been embellished by Keevok, but he could hear the venom dripping from the commander’s words.

      Keevok shook his head sadly.

      “And here you bring me one human?” Z’Targ asked, gesturing to Adam with open claws. “I haven’t studied them in detail, but mammals aren’t typically hermaphroditic.”

      Keevok shook his head. “This isn’t my evacuation sample. We’re here to convince you that the planet is worth saving.”

      “Enlightened League Science Federation guidelines are clear,” Z’Targ stated with parted jaws that Adam interpreted as a sneering grin. “Doomed primitive sentients are entitled to a genetically viable population to relocate for sanctuary. Let your friend pick the mates of his choosing and be done with it.”

      Mates? Adam couldn’t wrap his head around that one. His mind couldn’t pull itself in multiple directions right now. “But my planet! Keevok tells me we’re going to be eaten!”

      “Oh, it speaks up,” Z’Targ said with a chuckle. “So, you are translating for the thing. Tell me, human, would you really want to go back to that electric-age ball of rock to be consumed by Rakahar? They’re fungal life forms. They don’t have empathy for other species. Some day soon, one will pin you beneath its bulk, smothering you as it absorbs nutrients from your flesh. Or, you can relocate to a sanctuary world and repopulate your species.”

      “But my planet!”

      Z’Targ turned his focus fully on Keevok. “Does his kind not enjoy mating for its own sake?”

      “Very much so,” Keevok assured the commander. “But they also bear a surprising affection for the planet itself.”

      Z’Targ pulled up an image on a monitor behind him. Earth appeared, annotated with gibberish symbols. The commander turned his chair to face it. “No such affection is evident in the Science Federation’s ecological ratings.”

      “Please,” Adam begged. “Don’t leave us to die!”

      Z’Targ turned back and bowed his head. “My sympathies for your species, human. Keevok, escort our primitive to temporary quarters. Tomorrow, you will bring him home to either die with his kind or pick out a selection of breeding partners and companions.”

      Adam looked at Keevok. His friend’s expression made his heart sink.

      “Come along, Adam.”
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      The doors shut behind them. Inside was a respectable-looking hotel room in space-age style, with artistic compositions of twisted glass on the walls and humanoid statuary perched on pedestals. There was even a human-sized bed. He glanced at Keevok with a question in his eyes.

      “Enlightened League ships are crewed according to atmospheric preference and ergonomic compatibility. Several species can make use of these quarters comfortably, including humans.”

      “You gave up in there,” Adam accused.

      Keevok sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. “I am a scientist. I study. I report. My job is to acquire and spread knowledge. Z’Targ’s is to command a starship. It is a mark of my importance that the Ilgular was sent to pick me up. With the Rakahar closing in, the Enlightened League could have justified my loss as simply prudent.”

      This wasn’t happening. He wasn’t on a starship on the far side of Mars, about to be delivered home with Cassandra’s curse of knowing a doom that no one would believe until it was too late. Adam’s breath quickened as his desperation rose.

      “You can’t let us all die! There’s over eight billion people there.”

      Keevok wouldn’t look him in the eye. “If there were time, we would evacuate them all.” He turned, looking up at Adam with such profound sadness. “You can be saved. Z’Targ was correct. Your kind may live on. If you like, we may even steal priceless cultural treasures to preserve. Better than leaving them to the Rakahar.”

      “Unlike the Gaoans, right?” Adam asked acidly.

      Keevok ignored him. “To embrace optimism, perhaps consider your preferred mates. I know you have fixated on Stacy and Kimmie from GlaiveTECH.” The laser-beam glare from Adam stopped Keevok short. “Or… we could select human females who have no prior relationship with you.”

      “Maybe going back to your planet as a farm animal out for stud sounds super to you,” Adam said. “But I can’t just… know that’s it for me. That I’m a zoo exhibit in a nature preserve for endangered species. Web cams watching me. Big crowds when a baby is born.” He shuddered. “Better to die fighting.”

      Keevok chuckled. Adam glared. “I do not mean to belittle, but you do not strike me as a fighter.”

      Adam’s glare deepened. “You people were going to send reinforcements to Gao, weren’t you?”

      “They were members of the Enlightened League, entitled to the fleet’s protection.”

      “Divert them to Earth. We’ll show you how many of us are fighters.”

      Keevok shook his head. “They won’t waste the ships.”

      Adam considered for a moment. He was no expert on alien psychology, but the kernel of an idea formed in his mind.

      “Get me another meeting with Z’Targ. I have a plan.”
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      Adam paced the tiny cargo bay Keevok had commandeered. He didn’t like being alone on the gargantuan warship, but Keevok hadn’t wanted him along for his trip back to Earth. Checking his phone, he noted the sliver of battery life left and wondered whether Keevok could have found him a USB adapter. It was 2:13 AM back home, not that it felt like that mattered anymore.

      He was hungry, exhausted, afraid to even ask where he might find a bathroom.

      The sooner Keevok got back, the better.

      A soldier posted by the door crossed his arms over his chest and bowed a beak-faced head when he noticed Adam looking his way. Keevok has assured him that the creature was trustworthy and wouldn’t harm him, but Adam had to admit that was only mildly reassuring.

      Green lights around the forcefield separating the cargo hold from the vacuum beyond blinked to signal the approach of Keevok’s shuttle. The vessel decelerated rapidly and set down a few feet from Adam.

      When the rear hatch opened instead of the fold-down ramp, Adam knew his advocate in the Enlightened League had been successful.

      “Nruuk, come here and lend me aid. This device is unwieldy,” Keevok shouted from inside.

      The door guard hastened over to help the alien scientist. Second later, from the same door, Z’Targ entered. No longer tucked behind a desk, the ship’s commanding officer presented an imposing figure, closer to seven feet tall than six and built like a linebacker beneath that tailor-cut uniform.

      “I had given clear instructions, Keevok,” Z’Targ bellowed. “The breadth of latitude you have left will be determined by how quickly you can make your point known. Otherwise, I will be citing you for wasting this ship’s time.”

      Keevok backed down the cargo ramp carrying the Star Champion cabinet with Nruuk shuffling forward, feathered hands clutching it from the other side. The power cord dragged on the floor, plugged into a glowing cube. “A moment will be all it takes.” The two of them set the game down as soon as they reached the bottom of the ramp. “This prop will explain much.”

      Z’Targ approached cautiously, peering inside the sit-down game’s cheap imitation of a cockpit. “What is this? A simulator? They train their warriors on something this primitive? Why… they don’t even have a proper conceptualization of the interstellar community. How could they possibly—?”

      “A toy, commander,” Keevok broke in before the rant ate up more of their precious time. “A game for children.”

      Z’Targ narrowed his eyes, watching the looping gameplay demo of pixelated polygon starships chasing around the screen and getting blown up by the AI player. “This is appropriate children’s fare on Earth? I would not let me own play such a violent game.”

      “Very much so,” Keevok assured the commander.

      “It’s pretty tame, frankly,” Adam added.

      Z’Targ cocked his head. “Do your people even possess such technology? I had been assured you were non-spacefaring.”

      “Keevok explained the designation,” Adam replied nodding. “This is all made up. Imagined by game designers. I work for a company that makes games for older kids and adults.”

      “Are they all… like this?” Z’Targ pointed a claw at the screen.

      Adam shrugged. “Not ours. We made a game about interplanetary warfare, focusing more on resource logistics and fleet design.”

      Ignoring Adam for a moment, Z’Targ marched over to loom above Keevok. “Make sense of this instantly. I was assured that Earth was non-spacefaring, primitive in its technology, and fractured politically. Why would they need simulations of interstellar war?”

      “For fun,” Keevok stated mildly.

      Z’Targ clearly wasn’t connecting the dots. “But… that’s monstrous.”

      Adam swallowed. He hated admitting it, hated making himself a beast in these advanced creatures’ eyes. “We’re a war-like species. We hate war in theory, but we practice it rampantly. We honor generals and soldiers dead for thousands of years, name months of our calendar after conquerers, set off aerial explosives at celebrations, field vast armies even in peacetime.”

      “It’s true, commander,” Keevok said with an air of academic detachment, as if he were delineating the traits of Neanderthals or Australopithecus. “The last instance of global peace—and this is merely on a governmental scale, of course—appears to be in the year 488 of the standard human calendar. That would be Year 3309 for us.”

      Z’Targ’s eyes widened. “That’s not possible. Any species so savage should have wiped itself out by this level of technology.”

      “They’ve come close,” Keevok stated. “If you’ll allow my human friend to explain about his people…”

      Z’Targ sized Adam up and took an unprompted step back. “Yes. Yes, I think I begin to see your point.”
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      Adam stood trembling in front of the video monitor in Commander Z’Targ’s study. Everything was riding on this. Keevok had suggested highlights, but this was his show. His planet. His people’s history. Several senior officers crowded the far wall, all looking on with grim interest—or so Adam imagined on the faces of such varied species.

      Fur, feathers, scales, spikes, the menagerie of aliens stood in judgment as Adam prepared to roast his own civilization over a bonfire of their own misdeeds.

      “Can everyone understand me?” he asked, swallowing past a lump. Nods and gestures met his gaze as he swept the room. He cleared his throat. “Good. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Adam Darnell, typical Earthling.”

      “You have a psychic precursor,” Keevok chimed in. “That’s why I’m able to translate for you. It’s your main criteria for selection, frankly.”

      Adam blinked. “But… otherwise I’m pretty average? For a human, I mean.”

      “Quite.”

      OK. That was something to process another time. “Great. As a representatively typical human, I would like to present my case for you fine people saving my species from extinction.”

      Z’Targ gurgled something non-verbal. “You are not members of the Enlightened League, nor are you eligible to join.”

      “Hear me out,” Adam pleaded, looking to Keevok for support. “We’re not looking for a rescue.”

      “Then what is your point?” Z’Targ asked, setting off an undertone of grumbling from his officers.

      “Send us the reinforcements destined for Gao.”

      “No.”

      The word hit Adam like a hammer to the chest. “Just the weapons, then.”

      “No. It would waste supplies better spent in our own defense.”

      Keevok jabbed a finger at the screen. From the back of the assemblage, no one else could see his coaching.

      “I hope I can change your mind…” Adam said, turning to the screen. He fished out his phone, hoping the app Keevok installed could interface with the screen. At 5 percent battery, he had to pray that it lasted the whole presentation.

      He tapped BEGIN.

      The screen showed a timeline. Keevok claimed it was from his reporting to the Enlightened League Science Federation. It showed Earth’s technological development with pictures.

      “My species is making progress, but we haven’t cured cancer,” Adam announced. “I understand that’s a key marker for civilization in the League.”

      “It is,” Z’Targ agreed gruffly.

      “But I understand you use fusion warheads in your missiles,” Adam pressed. “Those we have.” He tapped the screen and it dutifully zoomed on the mushroom cloud detonation at Bikini Atoll.

      “Go back,” one of the officers cooed in a voice that sounded like a pigeon’s call. Adam did so. “Keevok, you’ve made an error.”

      “Not so,” Keevok replied, stepping forward. “The Earthlings did indeed use the fission weapons before repurposing the technology for power generation.”

      “But that’s backwards!”

      “Yes. Quite,” Keevok agreed.

      “We weaponized powered flight less than a decade after inventing it,” Adam continued, tapping along the timeline to highlight discovery after discovery as he went. “Rocketry, computers, manned space flight, global positioning systems—”

      “Wait. Go back,” another officer interrupted. “I see no evidence of a global food system. Was this merely an omission or did they truly develop orbital navigation before feeding themselves efficiently?”

      Keevok’s voice was quiet. “No centralized food planning exists. Cross-factional conflict and economic warfare prevent it.”

      “But to enact such a satellite system—”

      “The major global power put it in place to improve weapons targeting and logistics. It has since been upgraded, and the old system used for local navigation programming,” Keevok explained.

      Adam gritted his teeth. They weren’t coming around. This was going to fail. He was the class dunce, presenting his failed science fair findings in lieu of actual accomplishment.

      At the very back of the room, tucked against the wall between two larger aliens, a twig-like insectoid raised its voice. “Keevok, the human appears agitated. I am unable to sooth it.”

      Keevok grinned. “I warned you it had psychic precursor abilities. You think I’m in its head translating? I merely ticked Adam’s mind and told it where to listen.”

      “You what?” Adam demanded.

      Z’Targ pointed. “Look at him. Even in a new species, I can tell mammal anger when I see it. Why would we want to squander resources on them?”

      For a flash, Adam could picture it, so vivid he might have been seeing the future. He was at Apex Gaming Center with the GlaiveTECH crew after hours. Everyone was there, even Keevok. They were screaming. Hulking fungoid creatures, faceless, with stalks for arms and reeking like a moldy basement, barged in from all doors at once. The Rakahar took no prisoners, knocking down Adam’s friends and co-workers, stopping to feed even as their comrades continued to hunt. As quickly as it began, the image vanished.

      Adam slammed both fists down on Z’Targ’s desk. “Because we’ll FIGHT! We won’t lay down and negotiate terms for serving ourselves up as meals.”

      “That’s uncalled for,” the feathered officer objected. “The Gaoan people are—”

      “Cowards!” Adam cut in. He had nothing left to lose. His planet depended on him shaking these passive aliens into caring. What kind of warship was this? “They gave up. You were even planning to save them. Well, guess what? WE won’t give up. And I promise you this. I SWEAR this. We will stop the Rakahar. I don’t know how, yet. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that compared to the rest of you, humans are warriors. Half of you in this room could probably kill me with your bare hands, and yet you’re worried what I might do to you. Why? Because I’ve got nothing left to lose, and you do. Oh, sure. You might set me up as a gene donor to keep my species going in exile. Lucky me, living out my days knowing I abandoned my planet to a horrible fate. News flash: I’m not taking that deal.”

      Adam panted for breath, hardly having paused for air during his rant.

      Z’Targ turned to Keevok. “Find someone more reasonable, then.”

      “You think it’s that easy?” Adam asked. Let them think his struggles to breathe were mere fatigue and not the crushing fear of annihilation looming the other side of failure. He had to sell this. “Just whisk a few of us away and leave us to our fate? I promised you we’ll find a way to save ourselves, with or without your help. My planet is populated in equal parts by mad scientists and would-be warriors willing to die to protect their families. We will fight to the last drop of blood in us, develop weapons too horrible to conceive in peacetime. And if, by chance, we see the final fate of our species is death, we will burn our planet to radioactive ash before we let ourselves feed those monsters.”

      “They do possess sufficient fissile material to do so,” Keevok added softly.

      This was it. The final gambit. He leaned across the desk, hands planted on the glossy surface, and looked Z’Targ in the eye. “But when we win… we will remember you. Whether that’s as the saviors who supplied us key weapons in our time of need or as the callous aliens who abandoned us to our fate… We. Will. Remember.”
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      The next morning, after Adam spent a night in the alien quarters aboard the Ilgular and had a shower and change of clothes, Keevok escorted him to an audience chamber.

      His new outfit looked like the Science Federation uniform Keevok wore, minus the scientific rank insignia. Muted blue with black trim, the fabric stretched and flowed with his movements, more comfortable than anything he’d worn in his life.

      If only the conversation to come promised as much comfort.

      “Don’t worry,” Keevok advised as they waited. The audience chamber was tiny, nothing like the royal courts of old Earth castles. Instead, it was more like a private home theater, minus the chairs. “You made a good case.”

      “I sounded like a madman,” Adam replied.

      “Z’Targ needed to see your resolve. The capitulation of the Gaoans struck a deep blow to our hearts. They were a noble people. Serene even. They would rarely leave their world, seeing as uprooting themselves was so disconcerting. More connected to their planet in the figurative sense than the literal, however. We could have saved them, even if not their world.”

      “However this goes, thanks,” Adam said from the depths of his heart.

      The screen that took up one entire wall flared to life. The being in the image looked almost human but blue-skinned and hairless, with deep black eyes that bored into Adam from half a galaxy away.

      Keevok bowed his head. “Greetings, Admiral Chalfram.”

      To Adam’s mild surprise, the admiral bowed in return. “Greetings, Researcher Keevok. Is this the audacious primitive I’ve heard so much about?”

      “Typical of his species,” Keevok replied.

      The admiral scoffed. “Don’t try those tricks of yours with me, professor. You taught me too well.”

      “I am hoping,” Keevok replied a smile, “that I have taught you exactly well enough. Have you considered my petition?”

      “I have.”

      “And?” Adam prompted. “Will you help us?”

      “We will not.”

      Adam was going to be sick. “But you—”

      “We will allow you to help yourselves,” Admiral Chalfram continued. Adam’s heart soared. “The ships destined for Gao’s defense will be yours. The Rakahar Continuum will arrive at your planet in five months according to your planet’s calendar. You will have two light frigates, one hundred atmosphere-to-orbit fighters, and a pair of shuttlecraft. The frigates will be stripped of their breech drives before being turned over to your planetary defense.”

      “Does that mean…?” Adam asked, hoping someone would help dig the question from beneath the wall of jargon he’d been buried under.

      “No using them for interstellar travel,” Keevok explained. “You can defend Earth, not evacuate it.”

      “The transcript of the same speech that convinced Z’Targ to contact me with your request also convinced me that your people would be a danger to the interstellar community at this point,” Admiral Chalfram said. “Perhaps, six months from now, we might revisit the question.”

      “Thank you!” Adam exclaimed. His hands clenched into fists.

      “I will remain, Admiral,” Keevok said. “I’ve grown attached to these humans during my research, and they will need a guide to these technologies.”

      “I would forbid you,” the admiral replied. “But I lack jurisdiction. Take it up with the Science Federation. Good luck to you both. May the Great Void have mercy on your cause. Chalfram out.”

      Keevok turned to Adam. “That went well.”

      Adam swallowed as the enormity of the task ahead sank in. “Now, we just have to prepare Earth for the coming invasion.”

      Keevok clapped Adam on the shoulder as they exited the audience chamber. “But you humans are just the deranged, murderous apes for the job. Welcome to the Enlightened League, Earthling.”
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      The station in low Earth orbit preserves mankind's greatest achievements; forgotten but not yet gone.
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      The nightmares come with greater frequency now. This time, I wake to the shrieking collision alarm, my chest heaving, sweat pooling in the hollows of my collarbone. The worst are the images of my children, trapped and suffocating from toxic smoke or catastrophic loss of pressure, me trying to get to them but unable to break through the steel doors intended to keep the rest of the station safe. 
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      It’s 10:00 EST. Time to try them again. 

      On my way to the control room, I contemplate the treacherous barrier of atmosphere between us and the surface, and our orbiting station spinning to produce a g-force of 0.94. I reflect on all those revolutions. It’s like a Matryoshka doll: a spin within a spin within a spin, with the radiant sun at center.

      The control room is quiet this time of day. Pete—my lieutenant—is monitoring the sensors and Red is working on one of the 3D printers that has malfunctioned. We can’t find the source of the fault and it seems entirely futile anyway given how quickly our time is running out. 

      “How’s it looking Pete?” 

      “Crowded,” he replies.

      We track more than 30,000 pieces of space debris. Collisions are inevitable. Over the last several centuries we’ve retired twenty-five rings, lost hundreds of lives.

      And then there is the fuel. It was always about the fuel; that’s what started and ended it all on the surface. Now in a final brutal blow, our own fuel is running out. We regularly fire thrusters to keep our orbital path above the menacing upper atmosphere and the fuel for the thrusters is all but gone. 

      “Washington, this is Mary Rothman, Commander of Station MMC.” I pause. I’ve imagined their response many times. My words echo in my mind but all I hear is faint static.

      “They’re still not responding, Mary?” asks Red, the desperation in his voice palpable. The weight of leadership will break me, I’m sure.

      “No Red. Nothing today.” Or yesterday. Not tomorrow, either. The air is stifling. 

      “When are you going to make the selection?” asks Red.

      “I’m going to give it one more day, Red. We don’t know what’s happening at the surface. A message may come.”

      He looks at me for a moment longer than is comfortable before speaking. “I’ve tried different iterations of the launch code that Washington gave us before they went dark, as you instructed. Nothing is working. We are still locked out from launching the mass transit pods.”

      “Thank you. Keep working on a manual override. There must be some way to hack it.”

      Red nods. “I’ll keep trying. Do you think it’s possible they gave us the wrong code on purpose?”

      I have no answer that I feel capable of speaking out loud.

      “We’ve been transmitting an SOS to Washington on the hour,” says Pete, breaking the silence. “But we need to keep trying to reach them on the radio. Perhaps if they hear our voices, it will remind them that there are real people up here.”

      “You’re right, Pete,” I say.

      I turn away and face the wide, curved windows. The rotating Earth is now visible from the control room. It looks perfect. Generations of absence cannot erase the longing for oceans and forests, for dappled shade, fertile soil and autumnal leaves. I’ve only seen digital images, but the desire is deep in my DNA.

      This is my favorite place to sit in the evening’s quiet and contemplate the enormity of what we represent, of Project Renaissance. Surely Washington hasn’t just left us up here to die.

      Pete has turned away from the sensors and is watching me watch Earth. 

      “I’m going back to my residence,” I say to him. 

      The short walk affords a panoramic vista of Earth and the dark, expanding universe beyond. 

      I pause outside the door in the quiet of the corridor. There is laughter on the other side. When I step into the living space, their humanity engulfs me.

      My family.

      My youngest child wraps her arms around my waist and I hoist her up into my arms. Ben, my partner, is seated at a small desk facing us. 

      “How did it go?” he asks me.

      The rapidly rising eighth sunrise is visible through the window on his left. It catches my eye and I watch as the light moves across the planet. The sunrises have little impact on the artificial circadian lighting on the station and I wonder briefly if we will ever experience the brilliance of an Earth-side sunrise.

      I kiss Ariel’s head, soft auburn hair tickling my lips, before answering him.

      “They’re still not responding. Red is having no luck with the launch code they provided us.” I’m acutely aware of our two youngest children listening to our conversation.

      “How long has it been now?” asks Ben.

      “It’s been sixty-three days since last contact.” 

      I give Ariel a final hug and excuse myself. Once inside my bedroom, I turn the lock on the door and then open my secure storage unit. The uniform black clothing hangs in neat rows. The shirts ripple in the draft caused by the freshly oxygenated air pumping into the small space. 

      My fingers tremble when I open the lockbox behind the clothes. The paper inside is creased and worn from handling but the words are clear. It makes little sense to hold on to the document but I can’t bring myself to throw it away. I replaced the original, altered the remaining file on the hard drive and deleted my digital footprint. 

      Why do I keep it except to punish myself?

      I put the page back in the box and lock it.
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      “Where’s Ada?” I ask, scooping blocks into a basket. The cleaning up, picking up and putting away is endless. 

      “She’s in the Green Zone,” replies Kurt, my fourteen-year-old son.

      He is curled on the window seat, Clarke’s book Expedition to Earth open and face down next to him, while he stares into space. 

      “It’ll break the spine,” I say. “And Dad didn’t want you to read that. The themes are too…”

      … real.

      Kurt closes the book without looking at me. The irony of our attempted censorship is not lost on me, particularly given the current existential threat facing us.

      The station, what it gives with one hand (read: our lives), it takes with the other.

      Kurt knows that our time is running out and I want nothing more than to lift this burden from him. I want to protect his innocence—to protect all the children on the station from the brutal truth—but the evidence of our mortality is all around, bearing down on us. To shield him—them—would be impossible.

      Ben walks in from helping Ariel bathe in our hygiene cubicle. She runs after him giggling—washed and dried, every last drop of water whisked away for recycling—and climbs onto my lap.

      “You smell so good,” I say. “… good enough to eat, and I’m hungry.” She shrieks as I nuzzle her tummy.

      “The Ring Three dining hall will be busy, should we go to Ring Thirty?” I ask Ben absently. Ariel wriggles in my arms but my eyes are on Kurt.

      “I can’t be bothered taking the kids into the core to get there,” replies Ben.

      So by a serendipitous twist of fate we are walking down the external corridor to Ring Three when the impact occurs. 

      Just as it happens in my dreams, the collision alarm sounds. But this time I’m awake when it howls its high-pitched, nightmare wail. Red lights implanted in the curved ceiling flash ominously. Ariel cries and I hold her to me, pressing one side of her face against me and covering her other ear with my hand to block out the awful noise. 

      We have been drilled on what to do. Everyone on the station knows when the collision alarm sounds, they must follow the Impact Procedure; move from the impact site as quickly as possible; move to the closest uncompromised ring; ensure all air locks are closed and locked; and wait. 

      But I can’t go back. “What about Ada!” I scream at Ben. He picks up Ariel. She’s calling for me, crying, but I can’t look at them. I have to get to the Green Zone.

      There has been no announcement of where the collision occurred and I don’t want to waste time hitting a closed airlock, so I run to the nearest exit. All the while, the siren wails and the lights flash, ad infinitum.

      There it is on the wall, a small sign, “Exit” and a narrow ladder leading upwards. The name has always depressed me. Exit to where? We aren’t going anywhere but here.

      I climb the ladder, steadily losing weight until I can jump the last twenty meters. I’m now in front of the hatch to the central core.

      They never intended the central core as a major thoroughfare. But every ring we lost had to be isolated by sealing the surrounding airlocks. We now use the axis to bypass them. Ben, my partner, prefers the simulated g-force of the rings and avoids the central core as much as he can. Me, I love the weightlessness. It’s not some fake, second-rate approximation of life on Earth, the life we left behind. The core is space. It’s real. Ada loves it here too. 

      I open the hatch and spring forward, pushing myself into the microgravity cavity. The wailing is quieter here but the lights continue to flash eerily. As far as I can tell, I’m alone in here. No one else is ignoring the Impact Procedure. My heart is pounding in my chest as I push on.

      The Green Zone is in Ring Nine.

      I can do this.

      I grab hold of the steel handrails built into the walls of the core and push myself effortlessly in the right direction. Between wails I hear the thrusters fire, boosting our orbit as we continue to spin three revolutions every minute. I’m in the guts of our home, gliding towards my daughter. Ring Five, Ring Six, I’m almost there. I’ll find her. I’ll find her. I repeat my mantra with every ring I pass. 

      I finally reach Ring Nine and pause at the hatch: if Ring Nine was hit, the hatch will be locked until we’ve sent technicians to examine and repair the damage and the locking mechanism is overridden in the control room. If the ring is beyond repair, the hatch will be sealed, the ring retired. 

      I close my eyes and try the handle.

      It opens!

      Exhaling deeply, I climb through the hatch, grabbing the ladder as I feel the gradually increasing pull of centrifugal force. My feet land with a slap on the floor between the twin air locks outside Ring Nine. 

      The external corridor is empty. I’m alone with the piercing wail and red lights. Flash, flash, flash; my head is screaming for it to stop.

      I use my security code to open the airlock. The door releases with a hiss and click that my brain knows but my ears don’t hear over the collision alarm.

      I run into the Green Zone screaming Ada’s name.

      “Ad—“ wail “—da!“ wail “Ada!”

      I’m spinning in circles looking for her, for anyone. I run to the far end of the Green Zone and finally, by the aquaponic system, I find my oldest daughter. She’s sitting with her back to the aquaponic tank, her knees bent and tucked under her chin, her pale face glowing alternately red then white with that damn flashing light. I slide next to her and take her hand briefly, squeezing it, wishing I could pull her to my chest and shield her ears but knowing I can’t. 

      “You’re ok,” I breathe between wails. “You’re ok.”
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      The collision alarm has been turned off and the red lights are gone but we sit, side by side, in the Green Zone. Our shoulders are touching. I’m experiencing a rare moment of stillness with my older daughter. I’m afraid if I move it will be gone, and we’ll never have a moment like this again. 

      The lush green of the kale and soybeans stretches out in neat rows in front of us and the aquaponic pump hums pleasantly behind us. 

      “The crops are growing well this year,” I say.

      “Yes, they are.”

      Occasionally one of the barramundi splashes noisily behind us and our small talk is glorious. 

      It’s only when we hear footsteps running towards us that we stand. My legs have cramped and I shake them one at a time to get the blood flowing. It’s Pete, and he’s evidently been searching for me.

      “Commander,” Pete pants, catching his breath and struggling to keep his composure. I can tell he has bad news and my stomach clenches uncomfortably. “Ben told me you might be here. We’ve been looking for you.”

      “I’m sorry, I wanted to find Ada. What’s happened?” 

      “It’s the second dining ring, Ring Thirty… it’s gone. The Menzies didn’t get out in time. They’re… gone.”

      My heart stops cold in my chest.

      “Has tech been to examine the damage? Are you sure?”

      We are already jogging back to the control room. Ada runs beside me silently, listening.

      “They have. We sent them out straight away. A massive piece of junk hit us, it went right through the titanium-aluminum shields, cracked every pane of glass. Loss of pressure was virtually instant. The air locks closed immediately.”

      “Were the Menzies’ children with them?”

      “Yes.”

      Pete puts his hand on his mouth and wipes his lips.

      “Tell me, Pete,” I say.

      “Ring Thirty One was also hit. The destruction wasn’t total. But… the collision damaged the fuel stocks.”

      “Damaged?”

      “They are gone.”

      We jog for a few moments in silence. The airlock ahead of us opens automatically as we approach. 

      “How does that place us?”

      “We have just over a month. If we shut down all non-essential operations, we may have two months.”

      There is more silence except for the slap, slap, slap of our six feet hitting the floor. I wonder briefly about the probability of our left feet hitting the ground in unison, and whether our sample size would make the exercise statistically significant. Was that always the problem? Was Project Renaissance too small to ever really be significant? I always assumed we were important to Washington.

      “Shut it all down. We need to give ourselves the best chance.”

      “Yes, Commander.” 

      “I will make the selection tonight,” I say, feeling momentarily lighter.
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      The photographs of the ten young men and women are laid out side by side on my tablet. All of them are single, no children, strong and skilled in ways that will help them if they survive the descent to Earth.

      I pick up the classified Commander’s Protocol, comprising a thick binder of paper. Only Pete and I have access. I maintain the only hard copy and Pete hasn’t reviewed the file in years. I turn to Section 9, Part 3. The other pages are mostly worn. This part has been freshly printed from the master file. I run my finger over the text as I read, even though I know the words by heart:

      In the event of the reasonable likelihood of a Catastrophic Event, the Commander, in their sole discretion, shall select those most capable of undertaking any work deemed necessary in order to avert such Catastrophic Event.

      The capsule has the capacity for three of us to return to Earth in the case of dire emergency. Although, in the section labeled “Definitions” of the Commander’s Protocol, the list of example Catastrophic Events does not include Washington going dark after providing an erroneous launch code for the mass transit pods.

      This mission is our only hope. The likelihood of those selected achieving a successful landing on Earth is less than ten percent. The chances of making it to Washington to get the required launch codes are even smaller, perhaps infinitesimally small. Despite this, we need to try.

      There is a higher purpose to Project Renaissance. The Collection, the accumulation of humanity’s artistic, scientific, technical and mathematical achievement, it’s something worth fighting for. We need those selected to survive, to make it to Washington and to get us the launch codes that will enable us to bring the Collection back to Earth.

      If the Collection makes it back to Earth, so do we.

      On the wall is The Scream, Munch’s masterpiece. I stare at it; the twisted, terrified face reflecting my own raw emotions, and in which he so perfectly captured the anxiety of the pre-flood world. They feared a cataclysm—in many forms—for so long. But when it finally came, they denied the evidence right in front of them. They denied it until it was so overwhelmingly undeniable, that most of them were dead.

      We commanders of the station have a thing for Munch. Before he died in Ring Eighteen in the last collision, my predecessor—Commander Roberts—hung Sick Child on the living space wall. With the dwindling fuel stocks it was too confronting, and I had it taken down. For I am but the caretaker, helplessly observing the inevitability of death.
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      When Commander Roberts died, we convened an urgent panel of senior residents in order to elect the next commander. The panel is open to anyone over the age of sixty-five and decisions are made by a simple majority.

      I recall sitting in a line with the other nominees, all of us facing the panel. My chair was hard plastic, and I had to restrain myself from shifting uncomfortably.

      “Mary Rothman,” said one of the older men on the panel. “Concerns have been raised about your status as a woman with a young family.”

      “I don’t see how that is relevant,” I replied.

      “You would be the first female commander with small children. We all know how consuming that can be.”

      “I am by no means the first woman to multitask. I can do the job and be a mother."

      “Are you planning on having more children?” A woman asked me.

      “Until this question is also asked of the male nominees, I think it’s inappropriate to be posited to me. My hypothetical future family planning should not determine who is best placed for this position.” The woman had nodded, a faint smile on her face.

      They gave me the nomination three hours later.

      I was so confident, so sure of myself. That is, until I read the Commander’s Protocol.
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      I’m staring at the ten faces when the door to the living space opens. Ben is there.

      “It’s late. Are you going to bed soon?”

      “Want to take a walk?” I ask impulsively.

      We stroll arm-in-arm around Ring One, admiring the second sunrise. It starts as a band of blue light that transforms into a small ball of fire, which rises rapidly through the darkness beyond. I always hold my breath in that moment when it teeters on the edge of the Earth. Wait for it, I tell myself. And it always comes, lighting the rotating planet spectacularly.

      “Why didn’t we have more children?” I ask Ben. It’s a rhetorical question. Each life, each death, requires a careful re-balancing of the delicate closed system on board the station. Ben smiles at me with that handsome, crooked grin I’ve always loved.

      “In a parallel universe we have a dozen kids.” He pauses before continuing. “So, have you decided?”

      “I think so.”

      “Don’t tell me. I’ll wait to hear with the others.” We walk past the control room. One tech is in there monitoring the sensors. We wave as we pass.

      “I’m trying to stay positive for the good of everyone,” I blurt out.

      “You’re doing so well.”

      “But things aren’t looking good.”

      “I know.”

      “Why do you suppose Washington stopped responding?”

      Ben stops and kisses me deeply, his hands scrunching my long red hair in a bunch at the nape of my neck the way he used to when we first started going together. He holds me at arm’s-length.

      “Who knows?” he finally says. “We told them our fuel stocks are low. Why wouldn’t they want us to return to Earth?”

      We pass the weaponry. Inside are mankind’s darkest moments. Atomic, hydrogen, C4, biological, the list goes on. It’s security cleared, triple pass-protected, and temperature and humidity controlled. The room gives me pause whenever I’m near it.

      “Maybe they’ve been attacked,” I say.

      “Why do we even need launch codes for the mass transit pods?” he asks.

      “I suppose it’s an additional security measure.”

      Ben rubs the back of his neck. “But, we are on the same side,” he says.

      “That’s true. I suppose they want to guard against a rebellion on the station. Imagine if everyone returned to Earth prematurely, before it was safe.”

      Ben contemplates my words. “Maybe they don’t need us anymore.”

      “They do have back-up of the Collection, so it’s plausible they’ve decided to cut us loose.”

      “And we know things, things that no one outside Washington knows.”
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      We announce the assembly just before the fifth sunrise. We meet in Ring Fifty an hour later. I walk up to the wide platform and survey the people in the half-filled amphitheater style seating.

      “Do you remember the meeting records in the archives, when our people filled this room?” I mutter to Red.

      “I remember. The year 2100, when the station first launched, and we filled this room to capacity,” he replies. I nod. Our numbers have dwindled steadily over the last three hundred and sixteen years.

      Someone has placed a glass of water at the podium for me. I take a long, grateful sip. The faces that stare back at me are anxious, grieving, scared. The silence is heavy with expectation.

      I clear my throat and begin. “Ring Thirty was hit yesterday. Some of you may have heard that we also lost the Menzies family.”

      There are gasps and sobbing from the crowd. This isn’t news to anyone here. Information spreads like fire in pure oxygen on the station, but there’s an undeniable finality to the words being spoken out loud.

      Normally I would eulogize the dead, but there will be time for that later. Every minute that passes with the station operating at full capacity is a minute of life stolen from us at the other end, when the fuel stocks run empty. Four dead is small news compared to two hundred and eighty-nine dead. It’s small news compared to the death of our own families, our own children.

      “Ring Thirty has now been retired, and all doors sealed. Unfortunately Ring Thirty One was also hit. It’s bad news. The impact destroyed the fuel tank and we could salvage none of the fuel.”

      The room is silent again. I pick out Ben in the second row. Ariel is on his lap. Kurt and Ada next to him. Their stoicism destroys me. I catch Ada’s eye and she gives me an odd look.

      “We are closing down all but essential services on the station. All residents in Ring Seventy Five through to Ring One Hundred and Fifty are to relocate to the lower rings. You have two hours. Full details of all shutdown measures will be circulated shortly.”

      “It’s not enough time, Mary,” calls someone from the first row.

      “Please understand that our time is running out rapidly. We have two months before the fuel tanks are completely dry, provided we take extreme energy saving action now. That means two months until we can no longer run the oxygenators, the atmospheric pumps. You have two hours.”

      There is disbelief at my words. This is the kind of threat our brains are ill equipped to process. Our optimism bias has led us to live in a state of denial, even though the signs of our shrinking fuel stocks, the catastrophic risk of losing a fuel tank, were right in front of us. Even now I’m holding on to the most slender thread of hope that somehow we will be saved. But we won’t. We need to save ourselves.

      The group is murmuring louder now.

      I fumble in my pocket for the dime and place it face up on the podium. FDR’s face looks to my left from the tiny, Earth-made coin. Is he looking backwards or forwards? Is he facing the future or the past? I run my thumb over the coin and then clench it in my fist.

      I tried last night, but I couldn’t make the selection. My indecision almost drove me to the brink of insanity. What if I selected the wrong people? What if I selected people who couldn’t work together? Too much is at stake. So I flipped my little dime over and over until I’d narrowed it down to two groups of three.

      Now I rattle the dime in my hand one last time. It’s small and light and clinks when I drop it on the podium. It’s FDR again.

      “I’ve made the selection,” I say.

      The silence is sudden. I hear the thrusters firing to support our orbit and the ever-present whoosh of the oxygenated air flowing into the room.

      I find her in the fourth row. The second I look at her, she knows.

      “Dana Moore has been selected,” I say.

      I find him in the first row. “Thomas Reed has been selected,” I say. And finally, in the back, I find her. “Maria Vorst has been selected.”

      My eyes drift over the crowd, now reverently applauding those I selected, and come to rest on my family. Ada is standing and pushing her way along the row of seats. She’s trying to leave. I catch Ben’s eye and he shrugs, before turning his focus back to the selected.
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      The capsule is being prepared for undocking. Tech are swarming over Ring Two, getting everything ready for the mission. The three selected walk around the capsule, touching the outside briefly, before looking inside.

      “You can go in,” I say to them.

      Dana brushes a strand of blonde hair from her face and steps inside. I watch her from the door. She’s nineteen, the same age as Ada. She is intelligent, strong with good muscle tone and skilled at hand-to-hand combat.

      Thomas follows her inside. He’s a few years older, an expert in human psychology, with sharp mental and physical agility. He takes a seat at the control panel and adjusts one of the dials.

      Maria enters last. She is the unconventional thinker of the group, able to step outside the box to problem solve rapidly and perform under intense pressure.

      I think FDR made a good choice.

      “Do you think we will make it to Washington?” Maria asks me. I’m startled by her directness.

      “Yes. My hope is that you make it and are able to extract the launch codes we need to use the mass transit pods to bring all residents, and the Collection, back to Earth.”

      “Are we likely to encounter resistance when we get to Washington?” asks Thomas. “The intelligence suggests that they have intentionally gone dark.”

      “It’s possible,” I reply.

      “What reason do they have for not responding?” asks Dana.

      I wish I knew the answer to that.

      “I’m sure there is an explanation. That’s why we need you.”

      “What if we fail?”

      We die.

      “You need to be prepared for a very rough ride,” interrupts a tech. “The pressure during the descent can cause nausea and blurred vision.” He is completing the auto-programming for the undocking of the capsule. Then he tests the thrusters. He holds two thumbs up to Red, who works the computer close by.

      “Two hours and twenty-two minutes after undocking, this button will flash,” the tech continues. He points at a crowded dash. “This means the capsule is separated. Your section, the center module, will then pass the atmospheric boundary and the capsule will slow. You’ll control the roll angle and lift with this lever here. We’ll practice in the simulation shortly.”

      They nod and ask a couple of questions about the parachute and rocket deployment for landing.

      “We must undock the capsule at precisely 4:06 EST,” the tech says. “It will give you the best chance of landing close to Washington.” I check my watch. That’s three hours from now.

      The tech guy hugs the three selected once he finishes. We all know they are our last chance.

      “We’ve discussed the communicator but there are also video files stored on the memory chip,” I remind them. “Please, share them with any friendly allies you come across on your mission to Washington. It tells them a little about the station and explains who we are. It might help.” I show them where the video files are stored on the communicator, and then we run through the communication procedure one more time.

      “Washington is a small, walled, fortified island so you will need to commandeer a ship or other vessel to reach them,” I say.

      “I’ve been over the blueprints,” says Dana.

      “Yes. All of that information will also be on the communicator. Our last security reports suggest that the gangs still have a stranglehold on the areas previously known as Virginia, Maryland, New Jersey and New York. We also deem the surrounding areas a high security threat. Avoid any contact if possible.”

      We pour over the maps and discuss further strategy with the security team.

      “Thank you,” I say once we finish. The words feel woefully inadequate. I flip FDR over in my pocket as I search for the right words. “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” I say. “You can do this.”

      “Thank you, Commander,” they say in unison.

      “Spend time with your family, with your parents, please,” I tell them. “You need time to say goodbye.”
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      An hour later I’m in my residence. I ask Ben to take Ariel and Kurt to the Green Zone to play before he takes them for dinner. Ada is with friends, I think. I haven’t seen her since the assembly. I need a few minutes alone to decompress after today. I don’t have long before I’m needed back in Ring Two.

      I stretch out on the window seat. The thirteenth sunset twinkles at me from the edge of the rotating Earth before slipping below the gentle curve of the planet. As it disappears, I slam my fist into the inner pane of glass. The pain and my anger are overwhelming. Our terminal diagnosis is more than we deserve. We’ve done our part, protected the Collection for future generations.

      I’m nursing my sore hand when I realize with a start that someone’s in the room. She stands by the door, just out of reach of the ceiling lights. Her face is in the dark but I would recognize her anywhere. It’s Ada. She walks over and takes a seat beside me, her back against the thick glass. We sit in silence and I look at her from the corner of my eye. She’s so like Ben.

      When Ada twists around to face me, her eyes are serious, sad.

      “Are you ok, bud?” I ask. Fingers of anxiety pull at my stomach. She shakes her head. More silence; the fingers dig deeper inside me.

      “I know, Mom,” she finally says.

      “About the fuel? You were at the assembly.”

      “No. I know about the Commander’s Protocol. I’ve seen the missing page.”

      I feel like I will be sick.

      I feign ignorance: “I don’t understand what you mean.” I can’t meet her eye and the gulf between us stretches infinitely. I want to reach for her, but I can’t.

      “I’ve seen them. I’ve seen the pages you’ve hidden away,” she says. “You shouldn’t use my birthday as your passcode.” She turns from me. I reach for her hand but she pulls away.

      I deflate completely.

      “I can’t do it, Ada. I need to be here with you and Kurt and Ariel. It’s more complicated than you understand.”

      She’s standing now, my daughter, standing over me and bursting with pent-up anger. How long has she known?

      “It was your duty,” she says, fine drops of spittle landing on me. “When there’s no hope, it’s the commander that’s supposed to sacrifice herself to save the rest of us. I was waiting for you to do the right thing. I was waiting. You are the one who should be leaving on the capsule, but instead you picked Dana, Thomas and Maria.”

      The Protocol, unedited by me, is seared in my memory.

      In the event of the reasonable likelihood of a Catastrophic Event, the Commander shall undertake any necessary work in order to avert such Catastrophic Event, together with assistance from others in accordance with their capabilities. If the Commander is permanently incapacitated, the Lieutenant shall take up the position of Commander until such time as a new Commander is elected.

      Ada glares into my wide, open silence.

      “Ada.” I’m crying now. “I can’t leave you kids on a fool’s errand to Earth. I can’t leave you to die here alone. A mother doesn’t leave her children.”

      “A commander must do her duty.”

      “I need to be here. If our fuel cuts out, if our air runs out, if we die in a fiery crash to Earth, I need to hold you. I need to hold Kurt, and Ariel. I’ve imagined our deaths a thousand ways. We are dying, Ada. There’s no hope. In eight short weeks, it’s over.”

      “There’s always hope.”

      “I won’t leave you. I won’t leave Kurt. I won’t leave Ariel. Please. I’m begging you to understand. I can’t leave my babies to die without me.”

      I stand, The Scream mocking me from its place on the wall: you thought it couldn’t get any worse, it says to me. I wipe the tears from my cheeks and compose myself.

      “Ada, if I must endure the terrible agony of your deaths, I have to be witness to it.”

      I can barely breathe. The wound is too deep and the words I’m speaking too painful. But I keep talking, hoping to get through to her.

      “I can’t be somewhere else, somewhere I can’t touch you.”

      My voice is trembling. I reach for Ada but she steps back. She looks over my shoulder at the rotating Earth.

      “I’ll do it,” she says.

      “No, Ada, please understand.” I’m desperate now.

      “It’s you or me. It’s the only right thing we can do now.”

      “This is an impossible choice. They are leaving in two hours. They are our best hope.”

      “It’s you or me.”

      Ada stands defiant. I want to close the gap between us, to stop her pulling away from me. Then it hits me: she’s already gone.

      “I can’t leave Kurt and Ariel,” I say, staring at the ground.

      “Then I guess it’s me.”
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      I call Dana, who is surprised when I tell her she’s no longer selected. The relief in her voice is unmistakable and I can hear her mother scream in the background as she makes sense of Dana’s half of the conversation. I would scream, I reflect, detached. I would scream if she were my daughter.

      I page Ben next.

      “You need to come back. It’s urgent.”

      It doesn’t take him long to arrive with the kids. Ariel climbs into my lap and wraps her arms around me. I pass her to Ben. I can’t speak, my throat has closed up, it’s so painful to swallow, to think, to utter the words.

      “Ada is going on the capsule back to Earth,” I finally say. I can’t look at Ben or Ada.

      “What? What the f—? What do you mean?”

      “It’s ok, Dad. I volunteered. I insisted.”

      “You can’t, you can’t just volunteer. I won’t allow it.” Ben sounds panicked now. Eight lost weeks feels like eight thousand.

      “The capsule undocks in two hours. I need to be briefed by tech. That probably leaves us an hour.”

      Ben stares at Ada. I see their mirror profiles, one broader and grayer but their shared genetic code gifting them the same full lower lip, the same soft brown hair falling in their eyes.

      Ben’s face contorts, and then cracks. He pulls Ada to his chest in a way I couldn’t, and Ada falls into her father’s embrace.

      We are all weeping now. The sorrow and guilt breaks my soul in a way that can never be mended. And still the air pumps steadily hum, greedily draining the last of our fuel.
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      I ask Ada to come to Ring Two through the central core. I’m surprised when she agrees. I lurch into the microgravity core and hover, waiting for my daughter, the one who made me a mother.

      She pushes off from the edge and she’s there in front of me. We float face-to-face, alone for a sliver of a moment. Here in the central core it’s as though the whole universe has collapsed in on itself and all that’s left is us.

      I’m hit with memories that crush me with their intensity. Pulling her wet, wriggling, perfect little naked body onto my chest for the first time; swimming lazily in the core, tumbling, giggling together; reading books, so many books.

      “What was the last book I read you?” I ask her. 

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember. Is it important?”

      “Me neither. No, it’s not important.” And it’s not, not in the grand scheme of the universe.

      My tears float away, lost in the core.
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      Ring Two is a hive of activity. I can feel the questions bearing down on me. They want to know why. But we say nothing other than she volunteered, that it is the right thing to do. There’s little time for debate and the team does what’s necessary.

      After the simulation and the briefing, they are ready. Ada climbs into the capsule with the others and raises her hand next to her face, her fingers spread wide. Ben and I return the gesture. A salute. A goodbye.

      “Mom?”

      “Yes, Ada.”

      “I love you.”

      I step into the capsule and pull her to my chest. “I love you too, always.”

      Ada straps herself in. She lets me check her safety harness, to touch her face. There’s a final, choked goodbye. I whisper to her: “Thank you.” And then, “I’m so sorry.”

      She sees my flaws, my deep, ugly flaws. She replies, “It’s ok, Mom. I understand.”

      I step back into Ring Two and the capsule is moved into position. The doors are sealed shut and the springs in the clamp mechanism push the capsule away from the station. For a moment it is suspended, drifting beside us. Then autopilot performs a burn and the capsule maneuvers onto its flight path.
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      We track them until they land at 6:57 EST near the island of Martha’s Vineyard, 754 kilometers from Washington. The transmission goes dead a few moments later.
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      It’s been three weeks since they left us. The nightmares come every night now. I wake screaming because the fuel tanks are almost empty, and the oxygenator starts to shut off one ring at a time. The four of us huddle in Ring One, staring at Earth just beyond reach. In my dreams we gasp for breath and we cry for Ada.

      It’s 10:00 EST. Time to try them again. 

      Red is the only one in the control room. He greets me with a thin, tired smile, and then updates me on the fuel status and the collision sensors. I thank him and take up my usual position.

      “Washington, this is Mary Rothman, Commander of Station MMC.” I pause. Nothing.

      “There’s been nothing from the team overnight?” I ask. My optimism bias refuses to quit.

      “No,” says Red sadly. “She did a brave thing, your daughter. She’s done us all proud, they all did, no matter how this turns out.”

      I’m walking out of the control room when something unexpectedly wonderful happens. The probability of such an occurrence—taking into account the sudden loss of transmission, the weeks of silence, the blind descent to Earth—must be less than one quarter of a percent.

      But there it is: a static crackle from the communicator linked to Ada’s on Earth.

      Red and I race to the screen hooked up to the communicator. It blinks to life. I hold my breath while the connection is established. A picture materializes on the screen. I see sky through lush green foliage, as seen from the surface. The image blurs as tears fill my eyes. I rub them hastily.

      “Hello,” I say into the communicator. “Hello? Ada, Thomas, Maria, are you there? Is anyone there?”

      Someone picks up the communicator and a face swims into focus.

      But it’s not Ada.

      Instead, there’s a young man with deep olive skin, and shocked, dark eyes looking back at us.

      “Who are you?” I say.

      “Can she see me?” he asks someone off screen. The communicator falls face down in the dirt. The screen is filled with a close-up of wet leaf matter.

      Somewhere, close by, I hear Ada’s voice.

      My daughter, she’s alive. Someone down there on the surface knows we are here.

      We have hope.
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      Sometimes, you have to take out the bridge, no matter the cost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Bridge

          

        

      

    

    
      The sniper’s round hit Lance Corporal Troy Sifuentes high on his shoulder, knocking him to his knees.

      Pain engulfed him as his world exploded. He struggled to think, instinctively getting his legs under him and diving for the side of the highway. He never saw the next round that chased him as he rolled into the meager cover offered by the drainage ditch, missing him by scant centimeters.

      “You OK, Tee?” Sergeant Van Meter shouted from the ditch on the other side of the road and ten meters back.

      “I’m hit, Sergeant,” Troy managed to croak out as he lay on his back, each breath sending waves pulsing down his body.

      “How bad is it?” the sergeant yelled.

      Troy gingerly lifted his left hand to his right shoulder, then raised it to his eyes. To his surprise, the hand was not covered in blood. He tilted his head to look as the waves of pain started to fade. There was a gouge in his armor shell, and the live-camo faded to utility gray from the gouge and down his right arm to mid-bicep before the camo again took over. Gingerly he rotated his right arm--wincing, but it worked.

      “I think I’m OK. It didn’t penetrate.”

      “Did you see where the shot came from?”

      Troy’s mind was beginning to work again, and he tried to put together what had just happened. He’d been walking down the side of Highway 42 and had just spotted the bridge when he’d been hit. He turned to tell the sergeant that he had the bridge in sight. That meant . . .

      He poked his head higher to confirm when another round hit the edge of the drainage ditch, showering him with dirt and making him duck back down again.

      “To our left,” he shouted. “Maybe on the high ground.”

      “The high ground? You mean on this side of the river or the left on the other side?” the sergeant asked, switching to the team net.

      “Yes, on this side.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. I was just turning around to tell you, and he hit me in the front.”

      He fingered the gouge in his armor. The cerralloy shell was indented almost a centimeter at its deepest point.

      “This area’s supposed to be secure. There’re no Trikes here.”

      “Fucking grunts,” Lance Corporal Liza “Rabbit” Babieux passed from where she’d taken cover. “Our own guys are shooting at us.”

      “Hell, that’s probably it. Let me get on the hook with the CP and tell them to get that idiot off our asses. Keep your heads down,” the sergeant passed before the soft click let the rest of the four-man team know he’d switched freqs.

      Troy felt the anger start to fan into a flame. Life as a Marine combat engineer was dangerous enough without having friendly forces fire on them. Infantry grunts were too trigger-happy as it was, but a sniper should have been able to see that Troy was a Marine, not a Tricameral.

      Another soft click told the team that the sergeant was back, and then he passed, “The CP says there’s no sniper team in our pos, at least from them. They could be from Force, and they’re going to go up the chain to find out.”

      “Meanwhile, we suck dirt,” Rabbit said.

      “Can’t we just call out to them?” Private Dare Nichols asked.

      There was a moment of silence, then the sergeant said, “Hell, our boot’s got a head on his shoulders. Let me try.”

      A moment later, the sergeant’s amplified voice rang out, “Up there on the hill. We’re Federation Marines. Do not fire! I repeat, we’re Federation Marines.”

      There was a moment of silence, then Rabbit asked, “Do you think he heard us?”

      “One way to find out,” the sergeant said before activating his loudspeakers again and saying, “I’m going to step out into the road now. You can see we’re Marines.”

      “Here goes nothing. Cover me,” he passed on the net before he stood up.

      Troy lifted his head slightly, trying to keep out of the line of fire. He brought up his M91, wincing as he raised his right hand.

      He could just see the sergeant’s head as he stepped out onto the highway. The NCO looked up to the high ground and waved his hand. Nothing happened, and the sergeant turned back and passed, “Looks like that did it,” when another round was fired, and the sergeant spun to the ground, grabbing his right arm.

      Troy didn’t see where the round came from, but he blindly emptied a magazine of 100 darts up into the hillside while Sergeant Van Meter pushed himself on his ass with his heels for cover. The boot ran out, grabbed him under the shoulders, and dragged him into the opposite drainage ditch.

      “Mother fuck!” Sergeant Van Meter said over the net. “The bastard got me!”

      “Guess he didn’t hear you,” Rabbit passed.

      With the sergeant under cover, Troy ducked back down before the sniper could engage him. The adrenaline washed away most of the pain in his shoulder. He’d sure feel it tomorrow, but for the moment, he was sore but functional. He took another look, closer this time, as he fingered the damage. The round, whatever it was, had actually penetrated the shell before skimming along. Either the oblique angle of the round or the inner liquid layer—probably a combination of both—had saved his shoulder.

      Marine-issued magnetorheological armor was pretty substantial, proof against most small arms. Whatever that guy up on the hill was using packed a big punch, and that meant he’d probably have top-notch optics with it . . . which meant that he’d have seen that they were Marines . . . which meant he was a Tricameral soldier. Troy mentally kicked himself. He should have realized that as soon as he was hit and kept Sergeant Van Meter from exposing himself.

      “Sergeant, what’s your condition?” he passed on the team net. “That guy’s packing something big.”

      “I don’t want to look. The boot’s applying a pressure patch.”

      “It’s pretty bad,” Private Nichols passed. “Most of his arm’s hanging on by a thread.”

      There was a sound of retching coming over the net, then, “Thanks for telling me that, Boot. I didn’t look at it for a reason,” Sergeant Van Meter managed to gasp.

      Troy was the next senior in line, and if the sergeant was messed up that bad, his medkit would be flooding him with happy nanos, and those were not conducive to Marine ops. He had to see for himself.

      The sergeant and Nichols were on the west side of the highway, and the slope of the hill worked to their advantage. Rabbit was on the same side as he was, which exposed her, but also gave her a better firing position up to the still hidden sniper. She also had the IAW, an automatic slug thrower, the heaviest of the team’s weapons, which would be better at keeping the sniper’s head down than any of the other three Marine’s M91s.

      “Rabbit, can you cover me?” he passed on the DM channel. “I’ve got to check up on the sergeant.”

      “Make it quick, Tee, but yeah, I’ve got your six.”

      Troy leaned back for a moment, breathing heavily. He was very, very aware that somewhere on the hill above them, a Tricameral sniper had them in their sights. If the sniper had shifted his attention back to him, he could be taken under fire the instant he showed himself.

      No getting around it.

      Just do it, he thought as he gathered himself, drawing his legs underneath him. He was about to spring when he remembered something his senior drill instructor had said back in boot camp. It was an offhand remark, something that had probably been drilled into every infantry grunt, but Troy was a combat engineer. All Marines were riflemen, true, but his training was to blow things up, not fight enemy snipers.

      Instead of jumping up and running across the highway, Troy edged along the drainage ditch, face hugging the cerrocrete bottom until he’d gone about ten meters.

      “You gonna do something, Tee, or are you just playing with yourself?” Rabbit asked.

      “Yeah. I just had to displace so that bastard won’t have an easy shot. I’m ready, though. On three.” He took five deep breaths, then said, “One . . . two . . . THREE!”

      On “three,” Troy jumped to his feet and ran across the highway, feeling terribly exposed. A shot rang out just before he reached the other side, but he wasn’t hit, and an instant later, he dived into the opposite drainage ditch, smacking his bad shoulder.

      “Son-of-a . . .” he started before biting off his words. His earlier assumption that he was OK was forgotten and waves of pain coursed through him. He knew he could initiate his own medkit, but with the sergeant down, he had to keep a clear head.

      “You OK?” Rabbit asked. “Did he get you?”

      “No, he missed. Just hit hard.”

      Troy twisted around the other way. Five meters down the ditch, the sergeant was flat on his back. Sitting next to him, a wide-eyed Nichols was staring at him in surprise. Troy realized he’d never told the private that he was coming, a mistake that could have resulted in him eating a round from the boot.

      He shifted his gaze to look up at the high ground. The trees nearest them, all nicely spaced in the terraforming style of a hundred years ago, gave them a degree of cover from farther up the hill. He wasn’t about to stand up, but he was pretty sure that the sniper couldn’t see them. Rabbit was still exposed, but the three were temporarily safe.

      He crawled forward to the sergeant and Nichols. The pressure patch had molded around Sergeant Van Meter’s right arm from just below the elbow and down to cover the hand. The patch was misshapen, indicating that there was significant damage, but at least most of it was still there, which meant the Navy docs would have more to work with.

      “How’re you feeling, Sergeant?” Troy asked as he crawled up alongside the NCO.

      “Not bad, all things considered.”

      That wasn’t what Troy was expecting to hear, and he tore his gaze from the sergeant’s hand and shifted to his face. Sergeant Van Meter wasn’t there, at least the tough, take-no-prisoners sergeant who’d been a mentor to Troy for the last two years. He was smiling, his eyes unfocussed.

      This was Troy’s first combat deployment, and as a combat engineer, he hadn’t gotten into any direct fighting up until now. Sergeant Van Meter was the first person he’d seen who’d been shot, and more pertinent, he was the first person he’d seen who’d been filled up with happy-nanos. He didn’t need to have seen it before, however, to know that the sergeant was off somewhere in a good place.

      “Sergeant Van Meter, you with me?” he asked, despite knowing what his eyes told him.

      “Oh, Tee? How’s it going, my man?”

      “I’m fine, Sergeant. How’re you?”

      “I got shot,” the sergeant said with a laugh, holding up his arm. “Bang!”

      “I’m going to call for a CASEVAC,” Troy said.

      “No! I’m fine,” the sergeant said, sitting up, a shadow of his normal self fighting through the medically-induced haze. “We’ve got our mission.”

      Troy hesitated a moment, not sure of what he should do. Sergeant Van Meter was in charge, after all, but the man had half his arm shot off.

      “I need to call the lieutenant,” he said, then as the sergeant started to protest, he added, “We’ve got to see if they can take care of our sniper problem.”

      That seemed to mollify the sergeant.

      Troy flicked to the platoon net and subvocalized to the AI, “Sifuentes, Troy, connect to platoon commander.”

      The comms AI ran its voice match and verified he was, in fact, Lance Corporal Troy Sifuentes, then patched him through to Second Lieutenant Horvath.

      “What’s your situation, Sifuentes?” the lieutenant asked before Troy could say anything. “I’m still working on finding out who might be on that hill. S2 says no way it’s the Trikes, and S3 can’t find out if it’s Force. We need you to bypass whoever it is and get on with the mission. The CO’s getting on my ass about it.”

      “We’ve hit a problem. Whoever the sniper is shot Sergeant Van Meter.”

      “Van Meter? Shit. Wait one while I pull up his specs.”  Troy gave the sergeant a smile of encouragement while he waited. It took a long minute before the lieutenant was back with, “His vitals are strong, but he’s been juiced to the gills. He’s not combat effective.”

      No shit, Lieutenant.

      Troy lowered his voice to a bare whisper and said, “I think we need to CASEVAC him, ma’am.”

      The lieutenant hesitated, then said, “Let me check. I’m not sure we’ve got the resources. The grunts are heavily engaged all along the First Division’s front.” Again, Troy waited, this time reaching out to put a hand on his sergeant’s leg.

      “What’s going on, Tee?” Rabbit asked over the DM.

      “Hold on. I’m on with the lieutenant. I’ll get back to you.”

      “That’s a negative on the CASEVAC, Sifuentes,” the lieutenant passed. “Sergeant Van Meter is stable, and the CASEVAC birds are needed elsewhere. You’re in charge now, and you’re to proceed with your mission.”

      That wasn’t what Troy wanted to hear. Him in charge? This was his first time in combat, and this was his first real-time mission, something other than building defensive positions and laying mines. And what about their friend up on the hill?”

      “Uh . . . Lieutenant, we can’t move forward. We’ve got the sniper up there. Can you get us some support?”

      “That’s a negative on that. You’re in an RFA, and the fire support coordinator will not request authorization for a strike there unless we know for sure that the sniper is a Trike.”

      “He shot Sergeant Van Meter, ma’am,” Troy snapped. “I think he’s the enemy.”

      He was seething. He didn’t care if they were in a Restricted Fire Area. He didn’t care if that was another Marine or a Tricameral soldier who somehow was already on this side of the river. Whoever it was, they’d shot the sergeant, and they had to be suppressed.

      “I know how you feel, Sifuentes. But it is what it is. You’re almost at the bridge. Maneuver how you can to get there, then see if you can use the bridge itself for cover. I’ll keep working on the sniper issue from my side. Understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Troy said, biting back what he really wanted to say.

      “And Sifuentes, I should give you a head’s up. The situation is fluid. Very fluid. The Trikes look like they are in fact trying to flank First Division, so we need that bridge down. Sergeant Yellen’s already rigged the Harris Ford Bridge, so, it’s only yours that’s left.”

      “Roger that. We’ll get moving.”

      Troy sat for a moment, gathering his thoughts. If the Tricamerals were trying to flank the Marines, then taking down the Spire Bridge was paramount. First Marine Division was engaged with the Tricameral Ninth and Fifteenth Cohorts down on the Plains of David. The cohorts outnumbered the entrenched Marines, and if they were able to move through the mountains to the north of the plains and get into the Marines’ rear, that could change the course of the war. One of the grunt battalions was holding the main bridge over the Hesperia River, but up here in the hills, there weren’t enough units to hold the Harris Ford and Spire bridges, the only two other crossings on this side of the Sawtooth Range. Division decided to prepare both bridges for destruction should the Tricamerals try and cross them.

      Sniper or not, Troy had to rig the bridge. The question was how could he do it.

      “Rabbit, do you have eyes on the hill?”

      “I would if I raised my head up, but that fucker would take me out. Why? What’re we doing?”

      “They’re not CASEVACing Sergeant Van Meter. They say he’s stable, and we’ve got to rig the bridge anyway. They’re also not going to give us any support for the sniper—”

      “What the fuck? Why the hell not?”

      “Because they think he’s one of us.”

      “Who’s got us pinned down!”

      “I know, but that’s the way it is. I’m going to take Nichols and do a little recon. I think we can get to the bridge without him getting a shot at us. I’m going to leave the sergeant here—”

      “And you want me to come over there and stay with him,” she said.

      “No. I want you to stay there, and if the sniper spots us, give us some covering fire.”

      Troy loved Rabbit to death, but she always assumed she was right, and she was never shy about sharing her position.

      “What about the sergeant?”

      “They say he’ll be fine. They’re monitoring his readouts.”

      “Well, OK. If you think that’s the way to do it. You want me to just sit here until that guy fires on you, then try and light him up?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Pretty sucky plan.”

      Don’t I know it?

      “Get ready, Nichols. You and I are going to do a recon. If we can, we’ll rig the bridge.”

      “What about Sergeant Van Meter?” he asked, nodding at the NCO who was now mumbling to himself.

      “The El-Tee says he’s stable.” Troy leaned over the sergeant and said, “Sergeant, Nichols and I are going to recon the bridge. You stay here, OK?”

      “The bridge?” The word seemed to break through his happy haze. He struggled to sit up. “I’m coming.”

      Both Nichols and Troy pushed the sergeant back down. “No, you stay here. The El-Tee ordered it, OK? You understand?”

      Sergeant Van Meter looked at him with a confused look.

      “You stay here and monitor the net, Sergeant. Wait for the lieutenant.”

      Sergeant Van Meter furrowed his brow as he tried to concentrate, then he nodded and lay back down. Troy hoped he’d stay that way. The last thing he needed would be for the sergeant to get up and wander out into the road. He contemplated changing his mind and bringing Rabbit over, but that would leave them without a base of fire. Instead, he opened the medkit strapped to the sergeant’s belt and flipped the selector to transport. The kit wouldn’t do anything to endanger the sergeant, but it might up the happy-nanos. Probably knock him out.

      “Got your enginkit?” he asked Nichols, who nodded and patted the engineer kit under his assault pack. “Then, let’s move out.”

      Troy led the way, continually checking the trees to the left to make sure they had concealment. At one point, where the treeline faded back to the hill, the two Marines had to low-crawl up the ditch for 25 meters, but they made it to the edge of the bridgehead without drawing another shot. Troy hoped that meant the sniper had left, but he wasn’t going to bet on that.

      The Spire Bridge was a Sasumi bridge, with two main spires on either side with the bridge hanging from a series of interlocking W cables. Sasumi bridges were extremely strong and were usually formed where traffic was particularly heavy—not up in the mountains on a local highway. This was the first Sasumi bridge Troy had seen, but his en-pad had all the specs for knocking one of them down.

      Troy pulled out his pad, scanned the bridge, then waited for the answer. He wasn’t surprised that it wasn’t the spires that would be his rigging points but rather the three nexus points. That was what Staff Sergeant Limba thought it would be during the mission brief. The spires might be the logical choice. Knock one down, and the integrity was gone. But the spires were made using the latest in braided-weld techniques and with high-strength materials. In other words, they were mighty hard to knock down, even with a combat engineer’s bag of tricks.

      “That’s where we’ll emplace the charges,” he told Nichols, showing him the readout.

      “What about the sniper? He’s not going to let us just walk across the bridge and lay the charges.”

      Troy glanced up the hill. He wished he knew exactly where the sniper was, but no matter what, Nichols was right. If he could engage the sergeant and him on the road, he could engage them on the bridge. Suddenly, Troy felt a certainty that was exactly the unseen sniper’s mission. He’d been inserted into Marine-held territory with the mission to protect the bridge . . . which meant the Tricamerals were going to try to envelop the Marines.

      But they might still have time. It would only take them 30 minutes to emplace the charges.

      “We’ll wait here for a bit to see if the FSC can get permission to light up the hill,” he told the private. “Let me tell Rabbit what’s going on, then we’ll plan this out.”

      The two spent the next twenty minutes planning their emplacement. One nexus would blow a chunk out of the bridge, but the rest might still stand. Two would almost assuredly take down the entire thing. His en-pad recommended four of the B53 charges per nexus. The B53s were small, but powerful high-speed explosives that cut structures.  Each engineer carried three of them, and Troy wanted to kick himself. Sergeant Van Meter had already told him the bridge would require eight, and between the two of them, Nichols and he only had six. He should have taken Sergeant Van Meter’s.

      He was about to go back himself when he remembered the lesson in the NCO course, which he took online, that stressed delegation. They both didn’t have to go back, and he felt better with him prepping the B53s than letting Nichols do it, so he sent the private back to fetch the sergeant’s charges.

      He sent Nichols on his way and had prepped five of the charges when the lieutenant came back on the net, “Lance Corporal Sifuentes, give me a sitrep. How far along are you?”

      “I’m at the bridgehead. I’ve got five charges prepped, and we’re waiting to see if the FSC can get permission to give us some help with the sniper.”

      “Damnit, Sifuentes! I didn’t tell you to wait. We’ve got confirmation that the Trikes are on the move. You’ve got maybe half an hour before they’re at your pos. I’ve given Sergeant Yellen’s team the order to blow their bridge, and we need to see yours down, too.”

      “What about the sniper, ma’am?”

      “If the sniper is still there, then work around them. Just get it done. I’m sending the platoon sergeant up to you now, but I don’t think there’ll be time before the Trikes get there. Just get it done, Sifuentes. I’m counting on you.”

      “Roger that, ma’am. I’ve got it.”

      But do I?

      He looked down at the bridge, the first anchor just five meters from him. He wasn’t sure how much of the bridge the sniper had covered, but he had to assume the entire length of the roadbed was.

      Can I go underneath?

      Nichols came up behind Troy, making him jump.

      “How’s Sergeant Van Meter?”

      “He’s out cold but looks OK. I just took his entire kit,” the private said, holding it up for him to see.

      “Good, we may need it. We just got the order to blow the bridge.”

      “Are they going to hit the sniper?”

      “Nope. She told us to work around it, whatever that means.”

      Troy thought the lieutenant was OK for an officer, but he was feeling somewhat resentful toward her at the moment. It wasn’t her ass out here on the line.

      Private Nichols didn’t say anything, and it took a moment for Troy to realize that the private was waiting for orders. He was waiting for the senior Marine to take charge.

      Shit, that’s me. Come on, Troy. Do your damned job.

      “OK, this is what we’re going to do. That blasted sniper’s still up there, and he’s not going to let us waltz on down there and emplace the 53s. So, we’re going under. There’re beams we can use to make our way, and the bridge itself will give us cover. Let me brief Lance Corporal Babieux.”

      He switched to the DM. “Rabbit, we’ve got the order to blow the thing. The Trikes are on the way.”

      “What about the sniper?”

      Just let me talk, Rabbit! Stop interrupting.

      “That’s what I want you to take care of. Look, once he sees us, we’re going to grab his attention. You start scanning the hillside for him, and if he tries to move into position to hit us, take the bastard out.”

      “Where should I look?”

      “I don’t know, Rabbit,” he said, letting a little bit of his frustration show through. “Look where you’d be if you were a sniper.”

      “I’m not a sniper. I’m a fucking engineer,” she countered.

      Troy ignored her. He’d told her what to do, and now it was up to her. He loved Rabbit like a sister, but sometimes, he just wished she wasn’t so ornery.

      “First, we’ve got to get under the bridge,” he told Nichols.

      From where they were in the drainage ditch, they were a good 20 meters down the slope to where the highway started lifting off the ground to form the bridge. The ground continued on for another ten or fifteen meters until the edge of the cliff face. Twenty meters was a long way to scramble down and still maintain control—too quickly, and they could stumble, and it was a long 140 meters to the river below.

      More pertinent to their safety was the fact that 20 meters of unsure footing would give the sniper time to engage them. Troy’s only hope was that he was still scanning the highway, searching them out there.

      “You ready?” he asked Nichols, and when the private nodded, he passed to Rabbit, “We’re going now. Cover us.”

      He put his hand on Nichol’s shoulder, then said, “One . . . two . . . THREE!”

      He jumped up out of the ditch and ran down the rocky slope, expecting any second another round to hit him right in the back. Nichols scrambled down behind him. Troy reached the edge of the cliff and darted under the bridge when the expected shot finally sounded. Troy half-fell, half-dove for the cover of the bridge’s roadbed, landing hard. He started laughing in relief as Nichols tumbled on top of him.

      “I guess we’re too fast for him, right, Nichols?” he asked.

      The private didn’t answer, and as Troy slid out from under him, he said, “I think he got me.”

      All levity gone, Troy turned to Nichols, who was on his side, breathing heavily. “Where’re you hit?”

      Nichols pointed toward his back, and Troy turned him over. The private’s armor shell was shattered, and blood was spreading across the magnetorheological layer next under the shell. Troy released the catches, and the armor fell away. Nichol’s back was torn up from just under the scapula down to the lower back, and Troy’s breath caught in his throat. It looked bad. Carefully, he pulled away the private’s utility blouse, then used it to wipe away the blood. To his surprise, there was no gaping entrance wound, just several small punctures, as if he’d been hit with a grenade.

      Troy might not be a grunt, but he knew the sound of a rifle versus a grenade launcher, and the sniper was using a rifle . . . a big one.

      “You guys OK?” Rabbit passed. “I didn’t see anything.”

      “Wait one, Rabbit. Nichols was hit, and I’m checking him out now.” He turned back to the private and said, “It’s not so bad, Nichols. Hold still and let me look.”

      He poked one of the entrance wounds, eliciting a grunt of pain from the private, but he couldn’t feel anything there. He tried another and felt something hard. A quick dig with his fingers, and he popped out a piece of metal, turning it over a few times before he realized what it was.

      “Hell, Nichols, the round shattered when it hit your armor. You’re one lucky son of a bitch.”

      “Lucky? I don’t feel lucky. It hurts like hell.”

      “Yeah, lucky. You saw what it did to Sergeant Van Meter. That asshole’s using something big, and if the round had held together, you’d have a giant hole in your back right now. I don’t know why or how it shattered, but like I said, you’re lucky.”

      Troy checked Nichols’ medkit. He was being pumped with anti-infection nanos, but the shock meds and pain meds were at the minimum level. Troy started to dial them up, then hesitated.

      “Nichols, I need you here with me. Can you handle the pain?”

      There was a long pause, then, “I think I can.”

      Troy gave him a little pat, then said, “Good. I need you.”

      Troy pulled out his enginkit, then removed his three B53s and placed them on the ground in a line. He added Nichols’s and two of Sergeant Van Meter’s. Eight B53s—they should be enough for the job. As an afterthought, he added the sergeant’s last one. Better safe than sorry. Then he added the gecko pads so he could attach them.

      The next step was to arm the detonator. All Marine Corps field explosives used the MCBM-4, the “McBoom,” to detonate the charges. Simple and almost Marine-proof, it had to be synched with the explosives first for it to work. Troy touched it to each of the receptor pads on the charges, making sure the indicator light turned green before moving to the next one.

      “OK, you know how to use this?” he asked Nichols once the detonator was synched to all the charges.

      “Yes. We used them in—”

      “This is a manual detonator,” Troy said, cutting the private off. He knew Nichols had been trained with them at Camp Wachika, the Marine engineer school, but the guy was a boot, and it could be his ass on the line. “This lever here is in the safe position. If anything happens to me, or if the Trikes start coming over, you’re going to have to push it down, then to the right,” he explained, miming the action. “That will make it hot. Then, you push the detonation switch.”

      “What’s going to happen to you?”

      “I don’t know. But if anything happens, you get out from under here and detonate it.”

      Troy didn’t want to think about the possibilities of what could happen. But with a sniper on the hill, a Tricameral unit on the way, and a 140-meter fall, well, his imagination could fill in the blanks.

      He emptied his kit of everything he didn’t need and placed the synched M53s back inside, making sure they were secure. He didn’t need to be dropping any of them.

      With a glance toward the hill, he shifted to his right and looked up into the understructure. His armor would make climbing difficult, so he shucked it. With whatever the sniper was using, the armor was barely effective at best, and a fall from this height would be deadly. He slung his enginkit again, then reached up to grab one of the cross girders under the bridge. The movement made his shoulder bark out in pain, and he momentarily considered giving himself a jolt of pain-killers, but this was going to be tricky, and he wanted to be in full control of both mind and body. Ignoring the pain, he pulled himself up into the understructure.

      Most of the support for the bridge structure was from the cables, but the road itself needed to be supported from the bridge. A series of girders and beams provided that support. The main loadbearing ones were typical H-shaped girders with a horizontal bottom connected to the top by a vertical piece—from his engineering classes, he dredged up that the horizontal parts were called flanges, and the vertical were called webs. Each side of the bottom flange extended a good 18 or 20 centimeters out from the web. Between them were smaller, supporting beams. Troy was going to have to traverse the support beams to get to the nexus points.

      “What’s your status, Sifuentes?” the lieutenant came onto the net.

      Just what I need now.

      “Emplacing the charges now, ma’am.”

      “You’re running out of time. Forward elements are less than three klicks away.”

      “Roger that. I’m working on it,” he snapped with more emphasis than he’d intended.

      The lieutenant must have heard the tone and didn’t reply. Troy shook it off and stepped for the girder. The space was tight, but doable. He managed the first three easily, bad shoulder and all, until he was out over the edge of the cliff and the structure changed. The girders got smaller, and the space above the crossbeams disappeared. He couldn’t walk over them.

      He didn’t like what he was going to have to do next, but there was no choice. He was going to have to go under the beams.

      Troy leaned forward, grabbing each side of the girder, then let his legs fall free. He swung forward until his legs reached up in front of him. Desperately, he tried to lodge his heels on the edges of the girder. His right heel caught, but his left slipped off. He started to panic, but he forcibly calmed himself, reaching up with his left leg and hooking the edge of his heel above the girder’s bottom.

      Hanging ass-down like some sort of baby sloth gripping his mother, he wasn’t really locked in, though. If his hands slipped, his heels wouldn’t hold him, and he’d be in for a long fall.

      Troy walked his hands forward, one after the other, about 40 centimeters. Then, gripping as tightly as he could, he pushed with his feet, extending them and advancing his body.

      Only ten more of these and I’m at the first nexus. Easy peasy.

      Once, twice more, he edged forward. His bad shoulder was barking at the abuse, and his forearms began to shake, but he had no choice. He had to push across.

      “What’s going on, Tee?” Rabbit asked on the DM.

      “Not now!” he said.

      He really didn’t need the distraction. Slowly but surely, he made progress. Five more meters to the nexus, four, then three. He looked under his arms to see how close he was, and the slight twist of his body was enough to lose his footing. First, the right heel slipped, immediately followed by the left. His body swung down in an arc as he desperately hung on with his hands.

      Somehow, he held on, his body swinging like a pendulum. He tried to swing his heels back up, but he could barely get them halfway, and each kick threatened to knock loose his grip. He was focused on the transom a little more than a meter away when a lone shot rang out, and a round hit the web, spraying his fingers with tiny bits of the environmental coating.  Spurred into action, he hand-over-handed it forward, reaching the transom where a small diagonal strut braced it against the large vertical post. He swung his feet up, and with them wedged in, he was able to take the weight off his failing hands. Another round hit the edge of the beam, and exhaustion forgotten, he scrambled up on top of the transom and back into the guts of the truss system.

      This was only the first nexus, and by almost falling, he’d been spotted by the sniper. Any more mistakes, he’d be dead meat. Perched like a gargoyle, he swung his kit around and pulled out the first four M53s. He slapped the four charges onto the cable connectors, the gecko pads holding them securely emplaced. It was almost too easy after the climb he made to get there.

      One down, one more to go.

      At least if something happened to him now, Nichols could take down one nexus point and put a gap in the bridge. But he still had one more to rig if he wanted to knock down the entire bridge.

      The beam at the nexus point was larger, and Troy was able to step over the girder. But then it went back to the previous structure, and once again, Troy had to swing underneath and crawl along the support beams, all the time afraid that the sniper had moved his position and had him in his sights.

      He was glad he’d ditched the armor and glad he’d already gotten rid of four of the M53s. He wasn’t sure he’d have the strength lugging the extra weight. At least he could relieve his arms for a moment at each girder. Not for long, however. He had to rig the last point and get back before the Tricamerals came up the road.

      His shoulder was beyond screaming when he reached the last nexus point. He had to expose his head for a second to look up and confirm he was at the right spot. He attached the final five, then brought Nichols on the team net and told him the bridge was rigged. It was up to the private to blow it.

      Time to get back!

      He contemplated swinging himself up and running back on top of the bridge in one mad dash, but he’d be sniper bait if he did so. Without armor, he wouldn’t stand a chance if he was hit.

      No, as much as he hated the idea, he had to go back the way he came.  Eleven more times, he dropped under the beam and edged his way along, eleven times that his hands cramped up and his arms screamed. The only saving grace was that his abused shoulder was numb. In the end, it was his feet that failed him. As he reached the edge of solid ground, he looked up, and his right leg slipped. He managed to hang on long enough with his hands to start swinging, giving him just enough momentum to kip him over to the ground where he tottered for a second, in danger of going over, before Nicholls grabbed him and yanked him to safety.

      He was paralyzed, his muscles cramping, but giddy that he’d made it. He’d hung on by pure force of will. But at least it was over. A simple detonation and the mission would be a success.

      “Thanks, Nichols. You saved my ass, but how about we blow this damned thing now?”

      Troy brought Rabbit and the lieutenant up to speed as he and Nichols went to the other side, away from the sniper, and low-crawled 15 meters past the edge of the bridge. It was too close for safety. As the bridge went down, the spire could take out a chunk of the supporting ground with it, and that extended to where they were. But Troy also thought it was too dangerous to try and reach the drainage ditch. The sniper would be ready, and even after donning his armor again, Troy wasn’t at all confident that it could protect him.

      “You want the honors?” Troy asked Nichols.

      “Really, you’d let me do it?” the private said, his eyes lighting up.

      “Sure. You took a sniper round in the back, and you saved me from going over. I think you earned it.”

      Nichols pulled the detonator out of his pack. He looked at Troy, who nodded, and with sure hands, armed it. Both Marines turned to the bridge as Nichols detonated the charges. Two huge explosions rocked the bridge . . . which stayed intact.

      “What the . . .” Nichols started, astounded.

      As was Troy. The bridge was supposed to go down. His engineer pad, the bible of all things engineering, had said it would go down. He’d even added an extra charge. But his eyes weren’t deceiving him. The bridge was up. There was a wrinkle of sorts at the nearest nexus point, but the bridge was intact.

      “What’s going one?” the lieutenant broke in. “I see the detonation on my display, but it looks like the bridge is still up.”

      “It’s still up, ma’am,”

      “What the hell did you do wrong, Sifuentes?” she almost screeched.

      “Nothing, Lieutenant.  I did it by the book!” he protested, getting angry.

      “Staff Sergeant Limba, you’ve got to get a move on and fix this mess,” she passed on the open platoon net. “You’ve got . . . oh, hell. The Trikes are five minutes out. Sifuentes, you’d better come up with something right now–”

      Troy tuned her out. He stared dumbly at the bridge. It should be down, but it wasn’t. He knew he’d done nothing wrong. Rabbit still had three M53s, and maybe they would work on one nexus point now that it was damaged, but no way he could go back and emplace them in five minutes.

      He started going through what he had in his kit while the lieutenant railed on. The B88. No. Not big enough. T-chord? Great for trees and smaller-diameter metals and ceramics. No way against the bridge. The B20s? Too slow . . .

      Wait a minute!

      The B20 filled with x-pyre, a nano-thermite mixture that burned much slower than a monomolecular explosive but with extreme power-to-density. This made it perfect for moving things like buildings, bunkers, dirt . . . and rock.

      Troy looked back to the nearest spire. It stood some 40 meters or so tall, coming down until it split 15 meters up to straddle the road. Both sides of the split then disappeared into cerrocrete stanchions that were buried into the cliff face. The B20 wouldn’t touch the spire itself and probably the stanchion as well. But what if . . .

      “Rabbit, I need your B20s now. Come down the drainage ditch and meet us under the bridge,” he passed, before turning to Nichols and saying, “Prep the B20s. All of them.”

      Troy didn’t have time for a full analysis. He stepped back and examined the area. He stood on loose-packed dirt on top of solid rock, this world’s answer to granite. Granite was brittle, not ductile. It had been cut for the highway and then to drop the stanchions. From the stanchions, it dropped gradually to the edge of the cliff that Troy had almost gone over, where the drop steepened for 20 or 30 meters down before the sheer cliff took over.

      “Here, here, here, and here,” he told Nichols indicating spots on the ground. “Use your powerpick and get the B20s in the rock, ten centimeters deep.”

      Thirty centimeters would be better, but there was no time.

      He bent slung his own enginkit around to get his powerpick out when the sniper fired again. Troy ducked down, but the shot wasn’t targeting him. He looked up to see Rabbit pelting down the middle of the road, enginkit in hand.

      “Rabbit, get in the ditch,” he yelled.

      She caught his eyes, a sardonic smile on her face. She gave a tiny shake of her head as her legs pumped to close the distance. The next shot caught her low in the hip, a spray of pink exploding in the air as she tumbled bonelessly face-first to the ground. She hit hard, bounced once, and fell over the edge of the road.

      “Rabbit!” Troy screamed, taking a step forward to rush to her aid when her enginkit came flying over the edge of the road and sailed to him, landing just a few meters away on the edge of the highway.

      “Forget about me. Take down the bridge,” Rabbit’s weak voice followed the kit.

      Troy stopped. He knew she’d been hit, and it looked bad, but he still had his mission. Marine lives depended on taking down the bridge, and she knew that better than he did. The sniper hadn’t fired at her again. No need to—she was out of the equation. He wasn’t, however. Troy choked down his emotions and started digging boreholes with his powerpick. Tears threatened to cloud his vision, but he wiped his eyes and drilled, trying not to think of Rabbit bleeding out.

      The lieutenant was trying to reach him, but he muted her. He didn’t have time.

      Eight B20s. Would they be enough? Was he emplacing them correctly? He couldn’t second guess himself as he synched each one and slid them into the holes. Within a minute, six were ready. That left Rabbit’s two, just at the edge of the road, where the sniper undoubtedly had them zeroed in.

      “Nichols, take this,” he said, handing him the McBoom. “If that asshole gets me, set the charges off, and run like hell.”

      He edged to where the roadbed still gave him cover. He could almost reach the kit, just a couple of meters in front of him. But he was also sure that the sniper was waiting for that.

      “Here goes nothing,” he muttered as he stepped out, then immediately jerked back an instant before a round cut the air centimeters past his head.

      His feint had proved his point. If he tried to get the kit, he was a dead man. He thought he needed it, however.

      “Lance Corporal Sifuentes!” Nichols shouted, catching his attention. The private pointed back down the bridge.

      It was only then that the low hum of armor registered with Troy. The Tricamerals were almost at the bridge. There was no time left.

      Troy knelt and pulled out his 2020 line. Lightweight, it had tremendous tensile strength. But the line itself wasn’t going to do much. He needed a hook, but there were none in his enginkit. The best he could find was a set of nonreactive pliers. They would have to do. He pulled them from their loop and tied one handle to the line and left the other spread open.

      “Give me two more bores five meters downhill from the centers. Make them as deep as you can,” he yelled over his shoulder at Nichols, as he judged the distance to the kit. With the armor approaching, he wasn’t going to get many chances at this.

      Swinging the pliers on the end of the line, he built up some momentum and let them fly. They sailed beautifully over the kit, the line falling on top. Surprised at his success, Troy started carefully reeling the line back, slowing down as the pliers reached it. The open handle caught on the kit’s straps and nudged it toward him, but his heart dropped as the pliers slipped free . . . just as the sniper fired again, his round hitting dead center on the kit and sending it skipping backward . . . and over the edge of the road.

      Troy stared at the kit in shock. The idiot had shot the kit out of his line of sight, and that meant he couldn’t target it anymore. Troy couldn’t believe his luck. He dropped to his belly, inched up, and hooked one of the straps with his finger. He edged back down, Rabbit’s kit in is possession.

      As soon as he could sit up, he pulled out her two B20’s, ran to Nichols to retrieve the detonator and synched them. Twenty seconds later, the two were in their holes.

      “Keep low and get the hell out of here,” he told Nichols, pointing to the east. The sniper may or may not have a shot at him, but it was the best he could tell the young Marine.

      The bridge shook above his head. The Tricameral armor had arrived.

      “This had better work,” he said.

      He took five steps to the east, just beyond the edge of the array he’d laid, then as Nichols limped away, he whispered a little prayer and detonated the charges.

      Dirt and dust plumed out of the holes, but the bulk of the blasts were directed farther in. The entire ground around the stanchions shook as if punched by some giant as the rock structure was fractured. Troy stood there for a long moment, his hopes fading when with an audible crack, more of the rock split, sending the ground under Troy downhill half a meter.

      “Run!” he yelled at Nichols, only ten meters beyond him as he turned to follow suit.

      He managed one step when the brittle granite—that huge beautiful slab of granite—gave way. The ground swept him off his feet as the cliff face started sliding down. Joy turned to panic as he tried to crawl to safety, and he was spun around, just in time to see the stanchion start to slide, the massive bulk no longer held up on one side by solid rock. Despite the danger, as he slid farther down the cliff face, he stared in awe as the south spire gallantly tried to hold firm, but just as Troy was no longer in control, neither was the spire. Almost in slow motion, it fell, twisting to the west as the roadbed itself acted as an anchor. Fifty meters of spire slammed into the hillside on the west, clearing trees like a scythe through winter wheat before it bounced twice and disappeared over the side.

      Troy kept scrambling on the moving pile of rock as it slid downhill, but his eyes were on the bridge. With the spire gone, half of the bridge immediately went with it. Cables snapped like guitar strings, and the rest followed, along with the first two Tricameral APCs as they started their short journey to the river below.

      Troy wanted to cheer, but even on the edge of the broken cliff face, he was quickly approaching the long drop as well to join the two APCs. With a last mad scramble, he somehow managed to grab the branch of a tree that leaned out over the sliding hillside, half of its root system caught in the rockfall, half still in solid ground.

      The rocks and dirt grabbed at him like a riptide determined to take him out. The branch cracked and bent, and the tree leaned farther and farther over as it fought to remain in place. Troy hung on for dear life, dredging up prayers that he’d long forgotten, making promises to a god he hadn’t considered in years. Whether it was the prayers, whether it was the promises to lead a better life, or whether it was just the way things worked out, the flow stopped.

      Afraid to let go, Troy twisted around to look. At the base of the bridge where the cliff had been, there was now a gaping hole, some five or six meters deep, a gouge running to the now lower cliff face. The stanchion was gone, torn from its previous home and now somewhere far below. The southern spire was gone. He turned to look across the gap. The northern spire was still standing, as was a good ten meters or so of bridge. An APC was on that remaining section, the crew cautiously climbing out. Soldiers on foot were swarming forward, and Troy realized that he was in a pretty precarious position. He was an easy target, fewer than 120 meters away.

      He tried to pull himself up, but that caused the tree to jerk and lean forward even more. Troy froze, afraid to do more when a hand reached out. Private Nichols was leaning out, one hand grabbing the next tree over, the other stretched to him. With a final lunge, Troy grabbed the hand, and with Nichol’s help, scrambled to safety.

      Shouts from across the gap caught their attention. They turned to see several soldiers pointing at them. Without a word, both of them jumped back into the concealment of the trees.

      “Again, you saved my ass, Nichols,” Troy said as he pulled the private to a stop once they had some concealment.

      “That was pretty fucking amazing, Lance Corporal Sifuentes. You were scrambling on top of the rock like it was solid ground.”

      That wasn’t how he remembered it.

      “It’s Tee. They call me Tee. And what was your nickname in bootcamp? Did you have one?” Troy asked.

      “Uh . . . my friends call me Digger.”

      “OK, Digger, let’s go see what happened to Rabbit.”

      They slowly made their way through the trees, keeping out of sight of both the sniper and the troops on the other side. They didn’t have to go south far, but they kept low on their bellies as they approached the road. As the adrenaline dissipated, Troy felt new cuts and scrapes he’d manage to accumulate in the blast.

      They reached the edge of the trees, and Troy cautiously called out, “Rabbit, you still there?” afraid he’d hear nothing.

      “Where the fuck do you think I’d be? Get your ass over here and make sure this damned medkit is working. I don’t think it’s giving me the right painkillers.”

      “Sshhh! You’ll give away your position to the sniper. Just hold on, and we’ll figure out how to get to you.”

      “Sniper? I guess you didn’t see. Look up on the hillside, where the spire cleared it.”

      Troy didn’t know what she was talking about, so he raised his head to look at the mess of torn-up trees, bushes, and mostly furrowed dirt.

      “Right there,” Digger said, pointing.

      Troy squinted his eyes. There was something there, a bundle that he couldn’t make out. He pulled his binos out of his enginkit and focused in. The sniper, or what was left of him, was in a twisted pile in the dirt. His back was twisted in a way in which a human body was not designed to be. It didn’t look like the kind of place that would have served as a sniper hide, but maybe the guy had been making his way down so he could fire upon them under the bridge. If that had been his plan, he’d waited too long.

      “Damn, the spire smashed his ass,” Troy said in awe.

      Without the sniper, Troy felt better about making a dash to Rabbit. The soldiers on the other side of the bridge hadn’t taken them under fire yet.

      On “three,” the two bolted for the drainage ditch, diving in beside a Rabbit who looked about ready to bite someone’s head off. She’d managed to get a pressure patch on her hip. There was a lot of blood showing from the edges of the pack, but as long as it was on, Troy couldn’t see how much damage there was.

      “Hey, these are happy nanos,” Troy said as he checked her medkit. It was pumping her full. “You’re not happy.”

      “Eat me,” she said. “I don’t think it’s working.”

      “Sure is. You’re just a natural-born asshole,” Troy said, a smile on his face. He’d been afraid of what he’d find, but this was the Rabbit he knew and loved.

      “What’s wrong with you, Boot?” she asked Digger, directing some of her ire at him. “You’re standing there gawking like a little old lady.”

      “Digger took a round in the back, but he’s OK,” Troy said.

      Rabbit raised an eyebrow at his use of a nickname, but if Troy said the boot was no longer a boot, then that was that.

      “And so, what do we do now, oh fearless leader?” she asked him.

      Troy raised his head to look across the highway. Sergeant Van Meter was in the ditch on the other side. The sniper might be gone, but there was a passel of Tricameral soldiers on the other side of the bridge, pissed off soldiers. With the sergeant cocooned up, there wasn’t much any of the three could do for him now, and they certainly couldn’t take on the enemy troops.

      He pulled up the platoon net and connected with the lieutenant.

      “The bridge is down, Lieutenant, along with two APCs. The Trikes are on the other side, pissed, but stopped in their tracks. We’ve done our job. How about sending up our damned infantry now to clean up the rest of this mess and get us out of here?”
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      At the outer reaches of the solar system, the ice world of Miranda was the forefront of human settlement.

      The ball of rock and ice hung in the inky darkness, rendered in hues of white, grey and blue. The strange scarred and pitted moon had no atmosphere, but clouds of particles glittered in the pale, washed-out sunlight that still had, somehow, the strength to cast sharp shadows in the craters and clefts of the inhospitable surface.

      The moon itself was one of Uranus’s smallest round satellites, marked with pits and cracks, reminiscent of a walnut on the road that had been run over, trodden on and kicked without shattering.

      It was beautiful. It was alien.

      Jonathan peered at the screens in front of the pilot. The shuttle was now too close to see the moon in its entirety, and the roughness of its surface became clearer.

      Jonathan and Gaby had boarded the shuttle at Lotus-III space station, a functional and unimaginative military outpost that belied its romantic name—seriously, who named these settlements?

      It was a small vehicle, taking just Jonathan and Gaby, and three other military personnel who sat in the rows behind Jonathan, down to the surface. The three were local workers returning from leave. They were low-ranked personnel, all quite young, who had probably earned their trip off the ice ball by displaying a high level of good behavior.

      They were bemused by Jonathan and Gaby’s presence, and had quizzed them relentlessly about the latest news from the inner system. Out here, bandwidth for personal use was a rare commodity, and the lower-ranked personnel got the short end of it. But now they had fallen silent.

      The pilot, Flight Officer Young, had already explained that not many visitors came to Miranda. It was a long way from anywhere.

      To be honest, it didn't look particularly hospitable.

      "Are we flying over the research station?” Jonathan asked. His friend and former colleague Bernard Vika worked there, and it was on his invitation that Jonathan and Gaby had come. He had said something about weirdly shaped ice cracks and unusual bacterial life. From Bernard’s communication, Jonathan guessed the landscape would be something to behold when viewed from the air.

      "We can’t,” Young said.

      “Why not?”

      “The sector is closed to all traffic for security reasons.”

      "What?" Jonathan asked. “Are they afraid of their own people now?" It seemed that the farther out in the solar system you went, the more paranoid people in command got.

      "It's about keeping out commercial vessels," Young said.

      That was not what Jonathan had expected to hear. “Do those companies come all the way out here?"

      As far as he knew, the bases on Miranda were fully under Space Force control. He and Gaby were both in the research division. They hadn't needed to consider commercial interests since leaving the asteroid belt, which was full of small to medium-sized commercial mining companies that hung like flies around the larger military settlements.

      "Oh, yes. The commercials may even have arrived here first.”

      “For what reason? I presume mining?” Although there was so much to mine in just the asteroid belt that he’d expected little pressure to venture further out.

      “Yes. All kinds of rare resources. The companies are always applying for permits to land on the surface to take subsurface samples and, if they can’t get the permits, they try to land illegally when we’re not looking.”

      Jonathan snorted. “Good grief. They’ll spread contamination that way.” The subsurface water reservoirs of these moons were hotbeds of bacterial contamination waiting for a warm human ship to proliferate.

      “Not just that. They get into trouble and then we’re expected to rescue them. We’ve already had a couple of cases. One group of idiots, here illegally, got a truck wedged in a crevasse. It was an enormous operation trying to reach them.”

      "Is anyone taking action against these people?" Gaby asked.

      "Trying to. When those idiots with the truck were rescued, the base commander ordered the louts to be put in a lockup. But their boss protested and there was a big stink about him having no authority to detain civilians—which he hadn’t—so he had to let them go and pay for their passage to Lotus-III. They’re leeches. Sooner or later someone’s going to get hurt, and I can make no promises about the ability or willingness of the people on the ground to help them.”

      Yes, Jonathan knew that people forever skirted rules and tried to make money doing illegal things. How much was it the authorities’ responsibility to save people from themselves? Which authorities? Especially since most authorities were heavily engaged in cover-my-rear-end activities.

      Young spoke to someone on the surface.

      The screen showed the face of a woman wearing a headset in a well-lit room.

      A moment later, he said, “I’ve got permission. Hang on. We’re going in."

      Jonathan checked his harness, which was already done up pretty tightly. Then again, the small moon had next to no gravity and the maneuvering wouldn't be half as tight as on some of the other worlds he had visited.

      He looked at Gaby. Best to be quiet while Young did his job.

      The three grunts behind them had stopped talking, too. It seemed he was not the only person not terribly keen on landings.

      Young steered the craft into a curve for the final approach. The pitted surface on the screen slid past without indication of what was up or down.

      Jonathan felt a bit queasy.

      Young said to traffic control, “I’m spotting an unidentified object traveling in our direction at speed. Can you confirm its identity?”

      The crackling voice said, "Negative. We have no outgoing."

      "It’s recording a much higher temperature than surrounding space. The NAR shows it coming closer, EITA at 4:23. Scan says it’s 95% likely to be artificial. Request permission to take evasive action.”

      “Granted.”

      "There." One of the men behind them pointed at the screen.

      Now Jonathan could see it, too. A speck of light was coming in their direction, getting bigger at a rather alarming rate.

      Young looked over his shoulder. “Hang on back there. I’m going to change course.”

      And change course, he did. He pulled out the manual override column and steered the craft in a hard corner.

      The landscape on the projection screen shot away, replaced by the darkness of space, then a bright speck that was the sun appeared, followed by a vast band of light-colored specks: one of Uranus’s pale rings.

      Jonathan lost all sense of direction.

      The forward screens didn’t show the approaching object anymore, but one of the side cameras was trained on it. It got bigger and bigger, until Jonathan could just make out that it was round like a ball, and reflected the sunlight off a smooth, metallic surface. Then it zoomed past, fast getting smaller again.

      "Evasive action successful," Young reported to traffic control.

      "What the hell was that?" Gaby asked.
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      The shuttle reached the surface with no further incident. The gravity on the moon was so slight that all disembarking passengers were supplied with magnetic boots so they could walk relatively normally. This was all right as long as your boots were in contact with the ground, but it felt distinctly odd when lifting your feet. Jonathan had been to the Moon, and he knew what that felt like. This was much worse.

      Young announced that the onboard communication system had logged a message for Jonathan to meet Bernard in the base next to the spaceport, the central—and pretty much only—settlement on Miranda. Jonathan had researched and found that the military had only a few thousand people on the surface. Most of them were probably not volunteers.

      But as they were about to disembark, Young asked him, "I’d like you to come with me to the traffic control center if you don't mind. I need to file a report about the unknown outgoing object. A witness report will be most valuable."

      “Yes," Gaby said, just in case Jonathan hadn't already understood the motivation behind Young’s request.

      It was always a struggle to convince your superior officers that you were still in a proper mental state to do your job. Once an incident happened, your file started to expand with doubt, and there came a point where, no matter what you did, you were destined to be dismissed from the service for having an “unsound mind”.

      Jonathan had seen it happen to his father.

      As a doctor, Gaby had seen the other side: space-craziness left unchecked. A lot of strange stuff happened on these space stations, isolated colonies and long-distance ships. The top brass would say that at least 99.99% of the military behaved properly, to which Gaby would say that it was the 0.01% that tended to spoil it for the rest. She had intimate experience with the victims of that 0.01%.

      It was a continuous battle.

      After Young debriefed the control center, he, Jonathan and Gaby went for a walk through the surprisingly spacious buildings.

      When Jonathan commented on the nice buildings of the base, Young said, “It’s a modern base, that’s why. Not a day goes past that some company makes a statement that our bases are soul-destroying and whatnot, but it’s a matter of ageing infrastructure. We can’t upgrade everything at once, and they would understand that if they only thought about it.”

      “What sort of companies are they?” Jonathan asked.

      “Mostly builders who work for miners. These people have no idea.”

      The discussion turned to the mysterious object they had seen. Jonathan wondered if Young had any idea what it could be, possibly a satellite or some other human-made device.

      Young said, “This thing was much too big for that. The satellites are no bigger than a box, and everyone knows where they are. They don't put out quite as much heat, and when you call them up, they respond."

      "I presume the ship tried to communicate with this object?" Jonathan asked.

      "It does that automatically, once it establishes that it’s of artificial nature.”

      “And it was definitely of artificial nature?”

      “I don’t know any other reason why something should be producing heat. It’s my guess it’s something that belongs to the commercials and shouldn’t be there.”

      They arrived at the office, a spacious room where four people wearing headsets sat facing a bank of screens. Various moving specks of light—approaching vehicles—drifted in the blackness of space, each accompanied with their registration numbers.

      "I want to file a report," Young said to the female operator who addressed him.

      He told her what had happened, and she asked him questions about the nature of the craft and what he had seen. She asked Jonathan and Gaby what they had seen, too. Not having been privy to the shuttle’s read out, Jonathan could only describe what he had seen on the screen: that it was definitely a fast-moving object, that it didn't look like it was communicating with the shuttle, and that it had disappeared into space. It was a weirdly defensive procedure, as Young had already outlined, designed to indicate no wrongdoing on Young’s side, rather than finding out what the object was.

      He gathered that if he had been in space that long, he would probably react the same. For all that space was so vast, the reality of these people became very close. Hang onto your job. Prove you've done nothing wrong. Prove you are still capable of doing it. Prove that you’re not mad, an axe murderer, or even contaminated with alien microbes.

      He knew what happened to those people when they were sent back to Earth. His father had been one.

      They were just about done with the formalities when one of the other operators in the control center said, “Listen to this." She turned up the sound and a crackling male voice blasted into the room.

      "Please… Please, they’ve disappeared. I don't know where they are. I can't find them at the bottom of this cliff. I can't find them anywhere. The radio is not responding. Please.”

      "Who are you and where are you?" the operator asked.

      "We are on the outside of the settlement. We’re installing an art project out here. We have lost two of our people. They must be out here in this desert somewhere."

      The woman pointed at the screen, which had now changed to show the surface of the moon with the human-made infrastructure clearly marked. The base showed as a collection of interlinked circles in the bottom right of the screen.

      "The signal is coming from here." She pointed to a red dot in the middle of the screen.

      Clearly not “just outside the base” at all.

      "That's out in the restricted zone," a colleague said. "What were those artists doing out there?”

      “Artists?” Jonathan asked.

      But Gaby said, “You mean they’re here for an art project that tries to brighten the life of people on the stations by doing silly stuff like painting the Mona Lisa in the snow?”

      The operator frowned at her. “Something like that. They were going to recreate some of civilization’s greatest buildings out of ice. Do you know of them?"

      “Yes, military and civilian bases use them all over the solar system, to try and help curb the high rates of people going crazy out here. I’ve dealt with some of them in my work.”

      The operator snorted. “They definitely don't have any kind of authority to be where they are right now."

      “So what were they supposed to be doing?” Jonathan asked.

      Another one of the employees said, “They got a permit to install an artwork just outside the base. We lent them a truck."

      "Do you know who these people are? Names and things like that?”

      The woman put up a list of names on the screen.

      There were five people, two women and three men. None of the names were familiar to Jonathan.

      But Gaby stared at the screen. "Those are not artists. At least not all of them are. I know that guy Felix Estvan. He owns a mining supply company. He’s a multimillionaire."

      Everyone looked at each other. What was going on?

      The operator asked, “Can you state your name and describe clearly what has happened?”

      “…I’m sorry… Can’t hear you very well… We need help immediately. Two people… missing.”

      “Please state your name. Who is missing and where and how did you last see them?”

      “I’m sorry… I can’t hear you. Please… send… help.”

      Then the sound of his voice was replaced by loud crackling.

      The operator tried to re-establish connection. “Hello? Hello?”

      But there was no reply.

      “What’s the problem?” Another man had come into the control room.

      By the satellite dish emblem on his chest, Jonathan recognized their superior: the base chief communication officer. His nametag said E. Farrer.

      While the operator explained what had gone on, his expression darkened. “They shouldn’t be where they are. They’re at risk of infecting the entire base. They’re making up nonsense about poor connectivity. They’re not answering our questions. What am I to make of that, other than that they’re illegal civilians, probably paid to be there by a company? And now I’m supposed to risk people and material to find out what’s going on? They can all rot in hell as far as I’m concerned.”
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      But of course it wasn’t as simple as that.

      Jonathan thought quickly. He had wanted to fly over that area, but a visit on the ground would be a good alternative.

      “Would you consider letting us go out to investigate if we can resolve this peacefully?” he asked.

      Farrer frowned at him. “You’re Jonathan Bartell? What’s your connection with this event?”

      Gaby said, “These people are artists. I don’t think they have commercial intentions and are probably not your usual troublemakers. I’m more familiar with their ways than any of you. They’ve only received basic survival training. Obviously something has blown up on them. They’re stressed out. I’m a specialist in mental health in stressful situations.”

      Farrer thought for a while. Jonathan could see conflicting emotions in his face.

      Then he said, “I’ll need to ask the base commander."

      "Understood."

      So they sat and waited. Jonathan contacted Bernard Vika, explaining that they were slightly delayed. He had no doubt that in a base this small, the officer would know soon enough anyway.

      The base commander surprised Jonathan by coming into the traffic control center himself. He was a thin man, his height betraying the fact that he had grown up in space, and his tanned skin and muscular physique gave evidence to the fact that he took his health seriously. His manner and dress were impeccable. His nametag said S. Boone.

      "So you know these art people?" he asked Gaby, saying the word “art” as if it were dirty. Jonathan was sure he’d had this levity program foisted upon him by someone in high command.

      "I don’t know them personally,” Gaby said. "But I’ve worked as a doctor on ships and stations and have dealt with artists as a part of those consignments. Most of the very large ships have artists in residence, and they frequently get subjected to a lot of ridicule. It tends to wear on you after a few months.”

      “So they go funny in the head?”

      “If that’s what you want to call it.”

      “Hmph. And you were trained as a medical officer? I have you down in the visitor’s log as researcher.” Jonathan didn't like the way the man questioned her.

      "I am, but I went through civilian medical training."

      Boone looked her up and down, and then said, “I’ve heard some stories about you two, Bartell and Larsen. You’ve become quite the problem-solving duo. Well, then. Let’s see what you can do. I have no appetite for further skirmishes with commercial leeches.”

      “I don’t think they’re associated with a company,” Gaby said.

      Boone snorted. “Just in case I’m right and that’s what they are, there will be a backup team waiting and ready for action. I want them gone. It takes less than twenty minutes to drive to their location. If you can’t establish what’s going on, we’ll come in after an hour and remove them forcefully.”

      Gaby met Jonathan’s eyes. She seemed to share his feeling that the command wasn’t particularly happy with their presence on the base either. Not that this type of situation was new to Jonathan, but usually it happened only after he had made comments that the commanders didn’t like hearing.

      But it suited him. They had often solved problems, and often had to make controversial decisions that skirted the rules. Rescuing some artists was just in a day’s work.

      The control room staff explained how to operate the local communications systems. Because the gravity was so low, supply ships got so close that sometimes their communication had interfered with the local system, so they now used a close-range radio system on the surface.

      "Because the pilots don't need to know about what we're having for dinner," she said with a wry smile, as if apologetic for Boone’s terse manner.

      And then they were off, just Jonathan and Gaby in a truck that would hold eight people, and a bunch of supplies including tanks and space suits. Because Miranda was so small, nothing was very far, and trails were well marked. They were warned not to venture off those trails, because the terrain changed constantly, the ice shards were sharp, and the surface unstable and likely to cause damage to the vehicle.

      Once they were out the airlock and their eyes became accustomed to the low light, it didn’t appear to be as dark as it had seemed from the inside of a well-lit shuttle. Miranda rotated at 1.43 times Earth rotation. It was morning now, although during the night there tended to be a lot of light reflected from nearby Uranus, jokingly called “buttshine” by the locals.

      The landscape was as beautiful as it was alien. The surface consisted mainly of ice, coated with billions of years’ worth of black space dust. The jagged peaks of ice that pushed up through the movement of cracks in the ice were lighter in color, sometimes even blue. The path cleared by the settlement’s bulldozer was bright white, and turnoffs clearly marked in the navigation system, with ample warnings not to stray onto the black surface.

      Because the gravity was so low, they wore seatbelts, and chunks of ice flying off the caterpillar wheels described graceful arcs before coming down to the surface.

      For a while, they traveled in silence, taking in the desolate landscape. The drive was easy and offered Jonathan plenty of opportunity to look around and photograph surface features.

      The drive took only twenty minutes, but the base’s interlinked domes disappeared behind the horizon quickly.

      "I can see them," Gaby said.

      She was right. A couple of bright yellow dots stood out on the next ridge.

      Jonathan consulted the map. “It looks like they're camped on the top of a really big cliff."

      Gaby busied herself contacting the camp. A male voice answered her call, possibly the same who had raised the alarm. He sounded awfully young. Gaby asked him if it was safe to come to the camp.

      He said it was.

      The camp consisted of three tents, which seemed quite a lot for a small group. Conserving resources was important out here. It cost a lot of energy to heat and pressurize those tents.

      When the truck came closer, two people came out of the closest tent.

      Gaby shook her head. “I can't believe it. They only got a

      buggy." Buggies were used for small distance travel and maintenance immediately around permanent bases. They weren't suitable for traveling as far as they had come.

      Which aligned with these people only having a permit to do something just outside the main base’s dome.

      “Do they have any weapons?" Jonathan asked.

      Gaby was peering at the screen while Jonathan had to watch the track. They were in the shadow of the hill, going up to the elevated spot where the camp was located.

      Gaby said, “I can't tell, but if they’re civilians and artists, my bet is they don't."

      "If they were smart enough to misappropriate some of the tents and other equipment, and come all the way out here for an unclear reason, I wouldn't be surprised if they do."

      "True."

      Jonathan slowed the vehicle.

      One of the figures approached, both hands raised. The visor of the suits reflected the surrounding landscape and made it impossible to see the occupant’s face.

      The figure slowly walked backward and Jonathan followed until they were at the tents. Jonathan stopped the vehicle. He and Gaby put on their tanks and helmets and went outside.

      The silence was complete, even though he could feel the ice creaking underneath his shoes.

      “Whoa, look at that,” came Gaby’s voice in his helmet’s loudspeaker.

      From the top of the cliff, they had a view across a huge area of the surrounding landscape. They were atop a drop-off of indescribable depth.

      Gaby said, “This is Verona Rupes, isn’t it? The tallest cliff in all of the solar system.”

      Jonathan peered down the cliff, and magnified his visor’s screen until the image became blurry. “There are a lot of tracks at the bottom.”

      Now some of the garbled speech that they had heard in the control center started to make sense. Someone had fallen down this cliff, and the group had lost whoever it was. He was guessing those were tracks of the buggy, and that little thing had done remarkably well if it had made it all the way down there and back up. But he also guessed that now the charge had run out, and the people in the tents were stuck here, and still hadn’t found their comrades.

      Jonathan and Gaby followed the two people into the flexible air lock and then into the tent.

      The group consisted of three people: the young man who had guided them to the site, a woman with pink-dyed hair also wearing a pressure suit and an older man with leaves tattooed on his face. The young man introduced himself as Mohammed. The woman’s name was Violet. The older man’s name was Ari.

      "Are you from the military?" the older man asked. He sounded quite hostile.

      Gaby replied. “I’m a researcher and doctor. Jonathan here is a researcher. I understand you had a problem. We’re here to help. If you want a sympathetic ear, I can assure you that the military out there is not happy that you went into their restricted zone, and they’re not keen to help you."

      Mohammed looked down. He had reddish-colored short-cropped hair and a fuzz of red hair on his chin, the result of being unable to shave for a few days. “We lost two of our team members down the cliff. We went down there and looked for them but we can't find them."

      “When did this happen?” Jonathan asked.

      “This morning.”

      “How long have you been out here?’

      “Three days. We’re cutting ice for making sculptures.”

      “Base command says you’re not supposed to be in this area.”

      Mohammed spread his hands. “They got us here to make ice sculptures. How can we make ice sculptures if we’re not allowed to find good ice?”

      ‘Did you have permission to be here?”

      “What’s with all the questions? You have to help me find them. Then we can worry about what we were doing.”

      "Unfortunately, that’s not how it works. You breached an area that even I would have difficulty getting a permit to visit, and I work with the research division. I’m doing research on the ancient microbes that have built up at the bottom of craters and cliffs like these. If you’ve been down there, you’re spreading contamination, and you’ll be responsible if it spreads to the base. So I suggest you start cooperating with us now."

      The woman Violet’s face had gone paler than her pink hair.

      Jonathan turned to her. “Maybe you would answer the questions. If your comrades are out there and they run out of air, that would look a bit messy, wouldn't it?"

      "They're not our comrades,” she said. “They were—”

      “They were associates," Ari cut her off.

      "Let her continue. What are these people? What were they doing here with you? You were artists. There were five of you. Who are missing? I’ve seen your names. The people missing are Felix and Joanna. Who are you?”

      "We are from the Extreme Art Society,” she said, her chin held high.

      "I know that,” Gaby said. “It says on your entry application that you’re installing ice sculptures outside the dome. We’ve seen your work in other places.”

      "No, you don't know. We perform extreme acts of art to challenge our humanity."

      “I also know that one of the missing people is Felix Estvan who owns mining companies in the asteroid belt,” Gaby said. “He’s not an artist.”

      “He wanted to pay for our art. Is that not allowed?”

      “Except the military already pays you.”

      “They don’t.”

      “They do, and I can prove it.” Gaby grabbed her reader.

      Jonathan asked, “Can someone just tell us exactly what happened? We need to know before we can even begin to look for them.”

      Mohammed said, “I already told you: they fell down the cliff.”

      “How? What were they doing when they fell? What have you done to—”

      “Jonathan," Gaby said. She showed him the screen on her reader. It displayed a brochure.

      In bold letters it said,

      Verona Rupes is the tallest cliff in the solar system. If you jump off it takes 700 seconds to reach the bottom. What can you do in the most important 700 seconds of your life?

      Live the adventure. Take the dive and survive.

      Jonathan looked up. All three people had gone silent, meeting his gaze with guilty eyes.

      He said, “Were you selling this as some sort of crazy adventure? You mean people jumped down the cliff for fun and now you can't find where they fell? You mean, these rich people paid you to do this so you disguised them as part of your party so that they could do this ridiculous thing?”

      "Look at the next page," Gaby said.

      Jonathan did. It showed a big bubble-like contraption, round, metallic-looking, the size of a small bus. It said it was made of durable plastic that was shock resistant and would cushion the fall of the people inside. It said that the metallic layer on the outside would protect the people inside from radiation, while still allowing them to look out.

      A chill went over Jonathan’s back.

      "Hang on. When you drop something from this cliff, without an atmosphere, it will keep falling at a faster and faster speed. It's very likely to hit the bottom at a speed that’s going to take them way out of this area. Did you not consider that?”

      “We were… asked to do this,” Violet said.

      The older man interrupted, “Violet, we agreed that we wouldn’t—”

      She whirled at him. “That doesn’t matter now, does it?”

      Gaby said. “Jonathan, they will have hit the bottom at a speed a significant proportion of the escape velocity of this moon. If the contraption was bouncy, which I’m sure it was, they could be anywhere.”

      All three people stared at her, eyes wide. Whatever the excuses were—that they were artists not physicists, that someone had told them to do this—all held no water. Someone pulling this stupid “adventure” stunt should have known.

      Jonathan met Gaby’s eyes, realizing something else. "You know the object that we almost hit with the shuttle on the way in?"

      Gaby gasped. “We need to hurry. How long before the air in the bubble runs out?”
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      "I need a shuttle," Jonathan said.

      "We don't have any scheduled flights until tomorrow morning," the woman in the traffic control room said. Her voice sounded muffled through the loudspeaker, while the truck rumbled back to the base.

      "No, you don't understand. I want the shuttle to be prepared to rescue someone. It's an emergency."

      “I’ll have to check that with Boone.”

      “Do that. Make sure it’s ready when we come back.”

      Jonathan was driving just a bit too fast to be safe. The three artists sat in the back, all of them with pale faces.

      During the beginning of the trip, they had explained that Felix had given them the balloon with some payment if they could drop him and his partner off the side of the cliff. They had told the group that it was an experimental form of art.

      Then Jonathan had explained that there was significant tension between the military base and commercial interests—represented by Felix—in this area, that Felix should never have been here, and that he was likely to be viewed a spy.

      Ari said, his tone angry, “We didn’t want to do it, but Felix said everything would be fine, that it was just a thrill for them to be able to say that they’d fallen off the tallest cliff in the solar system, and that all we needed to do was pick them up at the bottom.”

      Gaby spread her hands. “Were they really so stupid that they didn’t realize that they might bounce a serious distance away? Was there any survival gear in the balloon?”

      “There were some small air tanks. Some other supplies, I don’t know what. I didn’t want to pry, so I asked no questions.” Violet sounded close to tears. “Is someone going to be able to rescue them? They were nice people. I don’t think they had any idea. They said they liked doing unusual things in the name of art.”

      “I don’t know what anyone can do,” Jonathan said. “If there is no shuttle available to search for them, or we can’t find them, or the bubble has burst, then I don’t hold much hope. That’s on top of the fact that the base command has serious issues with trespassers from commercial companies. They’re going to blow a fuse.”

      Would the military even have the resources to go out there in time? Would they allocate the resources to rescue people they considered spies? On the way in, Young had said that this area of space was really quiet, so they were unlikely to have ships in orbit that could react quickly and help in the search.

      An officer met the group at the docking tube, next to the shuttle that still stood there.

      Violet asked if they’d go out to rescue the pair.

      The woman said, “Don't worry. We have everything under control."

      "Did your operator tell you what was going on?" Jonathan asked.

      "Yes. As I said, everything is under control."

      "They will be saved?"

      That was odd, because the shuttle was still on the ground. But then it dawned on him that a solution could also mean something entirely different. He felt sick. "Wait a minute. You do intend to rescue these people?"

      "We’ve referred the matter to the flight division."

      That was also not an answer. “Am I hearing correctly that you have no interest in retrieving this bubble? Letting these people die would look extremely messy and would make you look bad with our friends on earth."

      “Boone has considered it, but we don’t have the resources to pursue this. We don't know where this contraption went, we don't have the resources to search the entire surface of the moon, and he’s unwilling to risk his personnel.”

      Gaby said, “We know where it is. At least we know their trajectory."

      Jonathan described what he had seen, and how they could quickly calculate a likely trajectory for the wayward plastic bubble.

      In the end, Boone could say nothing to defend his position that made him look a halfway-decent human being. Coupled with Jonathan’s argument that they knew the trajectory, he had no excuse not to do anything. Even if his language—shouted at Farrer through the base comm—left no doubt about his lack of desire to do so.

      Gaby gave Jonathan a concerned look.

      And Jonathan knew what she would have said if they had been alone. Boone’s fastidiousness, his inflexibility and attention to his appearance marked him as a prime candidate for space madness.

      But Young was called up, and the vessel prepared to carry out a search mission.
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      So they were out in space sooner than they had expected, without yet having done any of the work that Jonathan had come to do.

      Gaby had calculated the likely paths described by the bouncing bubble.

      “We need to search in a funnel shape, because each bounce could have taken the bubble in a different direction.”

      Young followed her directions and started flying in a search pattern up and down the area Gaby indicated.

      They had brought a short-range radio and tuned it to the frequency that Violet said they had been using to speak to the bubble while it fell.

      They peered at the semidarkness of the projection screen with the display’s light level and contrast dialed up to make it easier to see. Another screen displayed infrared readings.

      "We’re not alone out here,” Young said after a while.

      He switched to the radar screen which showed the presence of three dots, two behind them and one in front. The one in front was in the air, the other two on the ground. The ones behind them had ID markings. The one in front did not.

      "Who are they?" Gaby asked.

      "These two behind us are military trucks.”

      So much for not having the capability to rescue this bubble.

      "What about that ship over there?” Jonathan asked.

      "That’s a good question.”

      Young tried to contact the ship, but it didn’t reply. Control said they’d try to trace its path back to where it had last identified itself.

      He said, “I’m going to stay away from it until we know what they’re doing here. It’s my guess that the trucks on the ground are here because of it and this is why they didn't want to shift position to go back to base and rescue a couple of stupid artists.”

      He turned the shuttle in a circle.

      “Do we know where the bubble is?" Gaby asked.

      At that moment a crackle came out of the loudspeakers, and a brief sound of a garbled voice.

      Young said, “It looks like that's them. At least they're still alive. Yes, there they are. I can see them.”

      He changed the radio frequency and said, “Shuttle to unknown vehicle, we’ve spotted you. Someone will be there to rescue you.”

      The reply was so full of static that it was impossible to hear what was being said.

      He magnified what he saw on a wall screen. The bubble lay at the bottom of a valley just ahead.

      Young switched frequency again and told the control room that he had spotted the bubble and they could let the trucks know their position.

      But the two trucks below had stopped. Jonathan spotted their roof-mounted cannons aimed at the unknown ship.

      Young said, “Control tells me it’s a commercial ship, registered with a mining group at Titan.”

      “I guess they don’t have permission to be here.”

      “Correct.”

      “What are they doing?” Gaby asked.

      “That’s also a good question. This looks like a standoff to me.”

      Shit.

      “Do you think either the ship or the trucks know that the bubble is in the valley between them?”

      “Probably. They’ll have heard our communication. Whether they’re interested is another question.”

      “What can we do?” Jonathan asked.

      “We can only go back and let them handle it,” Young said.

      “We didn’t come out here not to rescue these people.”

      “But now they’re telling me I’m not allowed to land.”

      Gaby said, “We are in open space. These people have become refugees. All vessels in space should render refugees assistance, just like on the high seas. We are obliged to rescue them, or make sure that they are rescued by someone else."

      “Yes,” Jonathan agreed. “We don’t need to land. Just drop me to the surface on the winch. Then I’ll go in to rescue the people and we’ll pick up the contraption at another time.”

      Young gave him an uncertain look.

      “I have Space Rescue Level Five accreditation. I know how to do this.”

      “I’m not worried about that. Boone’s going to blow his top when he hears that we interfered with his people. And what’s that ship out there going to do?”

      “Those people down there are at severe risk of dying if we don’t do anything. That’s going to look messy. One of them is Felix Estvan, the owner of a mining company. They’re not going to keep silent about this.”

      Young blew out a breath. “All right. Let me check with them first.”

      He pushed down his microphone. “Shuttle to unknown craft. Felix. Can you hear me?”

      “Yes.” The voice crackled.

      “What’s your status?”

      “Not so rosy. Getting desperate here.”

      “Do you have pressure suits?”

      “We’re wearing them. It was too cold.”

      “Do you have air?”

      “Not much. We’ve used almost all of it to keep the air quality up.”

      Jonathan said to Young, “If you can hover over the area, I can go down with a spare tank and bring them up.”

      “I’ll help,” Gaby said.

      “No, I want you to stay here and prepare a medical treatment bay with what they’re likely to need.”

      She nodded, got up from her seat and set about doing that.

      The terrain where the bubble lay was uneven, full of jagged shards of ice pressed together sideways. Getting a ground vehicle in there would be hard.

      Young turned the shuttle around and approached the bubble from the other side at low altitude.

      “They’re still warning me not to land. They’re telling me I should return to base.”

      “I won’t be long.”

      Jonathan got ready to be winched to the surface. Wearing the stiff, cumbersome suit was awkward, especially inside the cabin.

      He stepped into the harness, clipped on the winch cable and checked his radio. It worked. He strapped on an extra tank and stepped into the airlock.

      “I’m coming down soon,” he told Felix while the air was being sucked out and all sound disappeared. “Can you get ready to open the air lock? I have an extra tank.”

      The door opened. He stepped into space and then let go of the steps next to the door.

      Slowly, he went down, into the dark shadow at the bottom of the valley.

      His feet hit the stone-like ice. He could feel its sharpness through the soles of his shoes. It was a miracle the bubble hadn’t burst on these rocks.

      “Be quick, Jonathan,” Gaby said in his headset. “These guys up here don’t look like they want to play nicely with each other.”

      The pale sunlight lit part of the hillside at Jonathan’s back, and he could see the two trucks with their cannons ready for use. What were these people thinking?

      Jonathan reached the bubble.

      The thing was roughly twice his height, and perfectly round. The outside was painted matte silver except for a round dark-grey area he presumed to be the door.

      He pushed the outside with a gloved hand. The material was smooth and flexible. The door was also flexible. A tiny window offered a view into an airlock. Someone wearing a pressure suit and helmet was just entering it from the inside.

      A light came on in the cubicle, and a moment later, the door opened, releasing a small puff of air. Two suited people jumped out. The inner airlock door was still open. Jonathan could see inside the bubble. It looked very comfortable, with chairs and a table, with proper restraints.

      Jonathan’s helmet comm wasn’t set up to talk to the occupants. He held out the spare tank. The taller of the two people took it and connected it to the other person’s suit.

      The shuttle hovered overhead.

      Jonathan grabbed the winch cable. First he sent the lightest person up—Joanna—and then Felix.

      Meanwhile, the trucks came slowly down the hillside. The commercial craft hovered over the opposite side of the valley.

      As the winch cable came back down, Young said in Jonathan’s helmet, “I have to shift. I’m being ordered away. I’ll move to the western end of the valley, and stay as close as I can.”

      And the winch cable, Jonathan’s line to safety, disappeared.

      Shit.

      Where was he going?

      Jonathan followed the shuttle’s lights, scrambling over the uneven ground, hoping he wouldn’t run into a crevasse.

      Behind him, the trucks were coming down the hillside.

      The commercial ship had started moving from one end of the ridge to the other. The cannons atop the trucks moved with it.

      Jonathan slipped and fell on his side. With the low gravity, he didn’t fall hard, but the suit was heavy and cumbersome, and he felt himself beginning to slide down. He kicked the ice with his feet, and when that didn’t stop him, released a short blast of air onto the slippery substrate. That did the job, but now his suit was stuck to the ice.

      Heart hammering, he stabilized himself and carefully pryed the suit off the rock. Maybe he’d better wait until the shuttle came back.

      The commercial ship had turned around.

      One of the trucks flashed warning lights. Would they really open fire if the commercial ship didn’t leave?

      And then something shot out from the front of the commercial ship. It flew across the valley and lashed around the bubble, drawing it off the ground.

      The other truck’s warning light started flashing, too, but the commercial ship was already retreating quickly, while reeling the silver bubble into the cargo hold.

      Something hit Jonathan’s helmet with a thwack. He looked around, but it was only the winch cable, dangling from the shuttle, now overhead.

      Phew.

      Jonathan clipped it on and gave the OK. With a jolt, he was jerked upwards.

      The shuttle took off while he was still dangling outside.

      “What the hell was all that about?” he asked as soon as he was inside the cabin and had taken his helmet off.

      The two occupants of the bubble sat on the benches toward the rear of the cabin. The man was tall and had short dark hair and a beard and the woman wore her blond hair in a ponytail. Neither of them looked either shaken or frightened.

      “We need to retrieve our capsule,” the man said.

      “I’m sure the ground crews are capable of looking after that,” Jonathan said. “We’re going back to the base. The other people in your group are very distressed.”

      “We told them not to worry.”

      “You disappeared and they had no idea where you were. They were allowed to be distressed.”

      "They screwed up. Our ship was supposed to pick us up, but then they said they couldn't get close enough because our concerned artists decided to call in you guys.”

      “Wait,” Gaby said. “I think I get it now. You paid the artists to take you out there, and you jumped off the cliff without telling them that you had arranged a pickup?”

      Felix gave her a hard look. “It would have worked perfectly if they hadn’t tattled on us.”

      “They didn’t know what you were doing! They were concerned. They got into trouble because you told them to go into a restricted area. Why?”

      “We need to test our products in some way.”

      “You mean contraptions to throw tourists off a cliff for thrills?”

      “I mean material that’s flexible but strong enough not to burst on impact. We’ve dressed it up as tourist thrills. It’s fun. I like to prove the safety of it by going in it myself. We’ve done tests all over the system, but short of dropping the capsule from a ship—which we can’t do because it’s really hard to get that sort of permit because the military controls access to any moon surface—all we can do is push it from the top of a cliff and be really quick to pick it up.”

      “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve heard in a while. You almost caused an armed conflict.”

      “Our company’s ship is not armed.”

      Jonathan wasn’t sure he believed that. He’d seen the harpoon that caught the bubble. He was sure the firing mechanism could handle other types of projectiles.

      They arrived at the base not too much later where they were met by Boone himself, his face red with anger.

      The next half hour wasn’t pretty and consisted of Boone yelling obscenities at Felix and making threats. Felix weathered all this without getting angry, which infuriated Boone even more. When Boone was done yelling, Felix simply asked for permission to leave the base, which Boone couldn’t refuse.

      At this point, Jonathan and Gaby met with their colleague Bernard Vika. Jonathan would have been happy to leave the bickering to others, except the incident had shaken him.

      Even if it had been dumb not to tell the artists about the plan to be picked up by someone else, Jonathan didn’t think Felix’s intentions were dumb at all. His company wanted access to the surface of a moon. There were things you couldn’t do inside a space station, or in the weightlessness of space. Access to a natural surface to walk on should be a human right. He asked Bernard if base command had always been that hostile, and Bernard told him it had gotten worse recently.

      When they were in their apartment after work, Gaby told Jonathan over a cup of tea, “I think I might have enough material to enforce a mandatory mental check on Boone.”

      “Can you do that, just by yourself?”

      “No, but the local doctor will sign for it.”

      Clearly, she had already investigated the options.

      “I don’t want him to lose his job.”

      Gaby shook her head. “He won’t. He’ll be called away for some other thing and quietly replaced. I can’t see him being dismissed. He hasn’t done anything.”

      “Yet.”

      “Right. That’s why he needs to be assessed now. Idiots like Felix will continue to test the boundaries with stupid stunts. Someone who flies off the handle shouldn’t be in charge. Out here, it’s important that we don’t start fighting each other.”

      “Let’s just leave it with that motherhood statement, then.”

      Gaby laughed. “Really? I expected you to say that you wouldn’t mind being thrown off the tallest cliff in the solar system inside a bouncy ball.”

      “Huh. That sounds like something you would like.”

      “I would. Totally.”
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      When a gaggle of military spouses are abandoned during the evacuation of their remote asteroid base, can Quinn Templeton lead them home before the Krimson Empire attacks?
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      The stench of fear permeated the shuttle bay, overriding the smell of grease and rover fuel. Hundreds of civilians huddled in clumps like sheep in a snowstorm. Men, women and children stared at each other, silent except for the babies crying in response to their parents’ tension. Even the toddlers stood still, big-eyed and quiet.

      The speakers crackled, and a smooth, tenor voice spoke. “Attention, civilians! The Krimson Empire is not attacking. There’s no reason for panic. Federation and Empire diplomats have decided the presence of non-combatants in the forward area is hindering negotiations. Therefore, you are being relocated to Federation Base Zauras for now.”

      Quinn Templeton leaned closer to her friend Tony Bergen and muttered, “Right. And my great-grandmother teaches marksmanship classes at her old-folks home.”

      Bergen shrugged. “My grandmother does teach marksmanship,” he said, a hint of a laugh running under his words. “But she’s an instructor at the special forces academy.”

      “At this time, groups one through twenty, proceed to Alpha Shuttle. Follow the blinking lights.” Green lights streaked across the shuttle bay floor, creating a meter-wide path to the spacecraft near the huge hangar doors.

      Quinn frowned and turned to check on her kids. Ellianne stood silent beside her, one hand gripping a pink duffel, the other clutching the corner of Quinn’s jacket. Lucas slouched a few meters away with another preteen, both struggling to maintain cool attitudes. Lucas glanced around, made eye contact with Quinn, and quickly turned away, pretending he hadn’t just looked for his mother.

      The shuttles loaded quickly. Quinn got Ellianne and Lucas strapped in and their bags stowed. Settling back into the uncomfortable seat, she reached to pull the straps across her body.

      “Templeton, Quinn!” a voice barked over the din. “Piruytha, Steve! Front and center.”

      Quinn jumped, her body responding to the command before her mind caught up. “Don’t worry, I’ll be right back,” she told the kids. Pushing through the sea of people, she worked her way down the aisle to the front door of the shuttle, followed by Piruytha.

      “This way.” An enlisted man in the familiar gray and black camo uniform jerked his head and started across the shuttle bay, not waiting to see if they followed.

      “What’s going on?” Quinn asked, but both men ignored her. With a glance back at the shuttle, she trotted after them. In the ready room, she joined a dozen other grumbling passengers.

      A tall man stepped to the front of the room and cleared his throat, stilling the muttered conversations. “I am Master Sergeant Kress.” The man twitched his sleeve, as if to draw their attention to his rank. “We need to re-balance the load on one of our shuttles. We’re moving passengers from that shuttle to the others, and we’re going to make a second run to pick up the last of the civilians. You will wait here until the Alpha Shuttle returns from the transport.”

      “My kids are on that shuttle!” Quinn screamed, pushing back toward the door. Unfortunately, the rest of the group had the same idea. Voices rose in anger and panic, bodies pressing into each other as they all tried to push out of the room.

      “Attention!” Kress’s parade ground voice cut through the hubbub. The mob settled, people unconsciously stepping back and straightening up. “We know some of you have dependents on the shuttles. We also know you wouldn’t want to put those dependents at risk. Many of you are former military or civilian employees—that’s why you were selected. You understand the importance of good order and discipline, especially in a situation such as this. We will transport your dependents safely to the cruiser, then the first shuttle will return to retrieve you. Now, Mrs. Andretti would like to say a few words.”

      Quinn looked around the room, noting the faces. Most she recognized. A few surprised her. Spotting Bergen, she wormed her way through the crowd to his side. “What’s the admiral’s wife doing here?”

      Bergen shrugged, surveying the room. “She’s definitely not former military. Unless her recruiter was desperate to make quota.”

      A tiny, young woman with flowing blond hair, an elegant suit, and extravagant makeup raised a languid hand. “My dear fellow spouses,” she said, her high-pitched voice making more than one listener cringe. “We must all do our duty in this trying time.”

      Tiffany Andretti, trophy wife of the admiral, had always irritated Quinn. She tuned out the squeaky voice and pulled out her phone to text her son.

      Lucas’ reply was filled with arcane acronyms and angry emojis. She showed the phone to Bergen. “I don’t think Lucas is thrilled.”

      Bergen reached up and patted her shoulder. “They’ll be fine. Melody’s on your shuttle, right? She’ll take care of them.”

      “Yeah.” Relief washed over her, and she sent a quick message to her friend. Melody’s immediate response relieved her further. She put the phone away and leaned closer to Bergen. “What is The Trophany droning on about?”

      Bergen rolled his eyes. “Do our duty, support our service members, yada yada yada. I think she’s here so we’ll believe they’re coming back.”

      “Doesn’t reassure me.” Quinn snorted. “Didn’t you see that pic of the admiral with the vid starlets last week? Getting rid of this one might be exactly what he’s hoping for. So sad, lost in the Krimson surge. Devastating loss. On to wife number four.”

      Bergen bit his lip, but Quinn could see the smile.

      The roar of a shuttle engine drowned out The Trophany’s voice. Every head in the room snapped toward the view screen on the wall. A streak of motion, a flare of engines, and the first shuttle took off. Three more followed in quick succession.

      “That’s it, then,” Bergen said, under the angry outburst. “Perfect tactics. Distract us while they finish the deed. Where’s that Sergeant Kress?”

      Quinn peered around the room. Being taller than average, she could easily see over the group. Even now, most military spouses were female. The few men, like Bergen, stood at the edges of the crowd, making her task easier. “I don’t see him.”

      “Then let’s go find him.” Bergen moved casually toward the door, stopping when anyone looked in his direction. Quinn followed his lead. The door slid open, and the two made their escape.

      The hallway was deserted. Bergen led the way to a door marked Control Center. He tried the handle. “That’s odd. This should be locked.” The door swung open.

      Inside, communication equipment lined the walls, with a large view screen showing the runway. Lights blinked, static buzzed, but no one manned the workstations. “Where is everyone?” Quinn asked.

      Leaving the control room, they checked the shuttle bay. Empty. Room by room, they checked the entire facility. “Even if they planned to evacuate the whole base, someone should be here to land the last shuttle,” Bergen said. “Let’s get back to the Control Center and find out.”

      Cold sweat rolled down Quinn’s back. “You don’t think they really left us behind, do you?” She raced down the hall behind Bergen. “I was just kidding about the admiral.”

      “You might have been kidding, but you might have been right.” Bergen stepped into the Control Center and shut the door behind Quinn. “You were in comm, right? See if you can raise anyone.”

      Quinn sat and looked over the console. “It’s been ten years,” she said. “A lot of this has probably changed. And I was an officer. I didn’t actually work for a living.”

      Bergen grinned at the old joke. “I’m sure you can figure it out.”

      She flipped a few switches and got a login command on the screen. “The username is auto filled, but we need a password.” Yanking out a drawer, she scrabbled through the contents, turning up the usual office flotsam.

      “Check the underside,” Bergen said. He yanked another drawer out of the desk, tipping the contents onto the floor as he flipped it over. “Nothing. Try yours.” He started rifling through the next desk.

      “Bingo,” Quinn said, ripping a small card off the bottom of the drawer she’d just dumped. She slapped it on the desk and typed the symbols into the console. “Excellent security here.”

      “Welcome to Sumpter Network” flashed up on the screen. With a grin, she started flicking through the system.

      A voice boomed through the speakers. “Elrond, this is Sumpter Delta Shuttle. We’ve achieved orbit. Boosting out in five, four, three, two, boost.”

      Quinn slapped the volume control. “That’s Kress!”

      “Roger Sumpter Delta. We see you. Projected rendezvous in four hours,” a different voice responded.

      “Elrond is the transport cruiser,” Quinn told Bergen. “If Kress was telling the truth, the shuttle will return in eight or nine hours.”

      “But if he wasn’t, the transport will be long gone before we know it.” Bergen frowned. “Since he’s on that shuttle, I doubt he was being honest with us. We need to contact someone.”

      Quinn scrolled through the interface and hovered over an icon. “What do we tell them? Won’t they want to know how we got access to the system?”

      Bergen heaved a sigh. “Quinn, there’s no one here. No one. They can’t get mad at us for calling for help. Besides, it’s not like they can court martial you. You’re a civilian.” He held up a hand. “And don’t worry about getting the comm tech in trouble. If they were stupid enough to leave their password on the bottom of the drawer, they deserve to get tagged.”

      Quinn flicked the switch. “You’re right. And besides, my kids are on that shuttle. Momma is coming.”
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      In the ready room, The Trophany held court. The group sat in a circle, with The Trophany reigning over a pot of coffee and a tray of snacks. A woman in a pink jumpsuit held a yellow scarf, twisting it between her fingers as she spoke.

      “My husband deployed to the front-line last year.” Her voice trembled. “He was gone for a week. A full week!” A tear rolled down her cheek.

      From the doorway, Quinn took one look and turned to make a run for it. Bergen grabbed her arm.

      “Just kidding.” She shook her head. “This is why I never attended the spouses’ meetings. The Trophany loves to create drama over nothing. That woman is complaining about a week TDY? She should try a real deployment.”

      Across the room, The Trophany nodded sympathetically. “Being the wife of an admiral’s aide is difficult. Not as hard as being the commander’s wife, but difficult.” She leaned across a stone-faced woman and gripped Pink Jumpsuit’s hand. “We’re here for you, Marielle. We feel your pain. Now pass the talking scarf on.”

      Obediently, the young woman passed the scarf to the large, bald man on her left. The Trophany smiled, her blue-white teeth flashing. “Tell us your name.”

      The man rolled his eyes. “I’m Doug, and I’m good.” He held out the scarf to the woman on his left.

      “No, Doug, you aren’t good,” The Trophany said, placing one hand over her heart. “This is a difficult time. Open up to us. We’re here for you.” She beamed around the circle, and several heads nodded obediently in response.

      Quinn shuddered then stepped forward, ripping the yellow scarf from Doug’s fingers. “We have a problem.”

      The Trophany’s eyes narrowed. “Quinn Templeton, if you want to join the sharing circle, find a seat.” She pointed to an empty chair. “You can’t just ram your way into the middle.”

      “I have the ranting rag, Tiffany,” Quinn said, waiving the scarf. “It’s my turn to talk, and we’re in trouble.”

      The Trophany leapt to her feet. “It’s a talking scarf, not a ranting rag. You must honor the process!”

      “Look,” Quinn said, holding the scarf aloft. “I just talked to the comm guys on the Elrond. They know nothing about the shuttle coming back for us. Their orders are to rendezvous with the four shuttles, take them aboard and immediately depart for the jump point. No waiting for us.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” The Trophany said. “My husband would never allow us to be stranded.”

      “Maybe you should call him, then,” Quinn replied. “Because the Elrond isn’t waiting.”
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      The door to the Control Center opened, and Bergen paused in the entry. “The Trophany requests your presence.”

      Quinn, seated at the console, ignored his statement. “Tony, check this out.” She waved him over, clicking on the panel. “This is a vid from the shuttle bay oversight cams.” The view on the screen sped forward then slowed, Quinn narrating as she manipulated the vid. “Here we are, leaving the shuttles. They get everyone out, then they move the passengers from Delta to the empty seats in the other three shuttles.” The view panned right and zoomed in. “Now they’re loading some crates onto Delta. We were removed to make room for cargo!” She turned to look at Bergen, arms crossed over her chest. “What do you think they packed in there?”

      Bergen’s eyes narrowed. “I think we can find out easily enough.” He pointed at the screen. “They left some behind.”
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      Tiffany Andretti stalked across the small office, stopping uncomfortably close to Quinn. The Trophany glared, eyes narrowed to slits, mouth set in an ugly scowl. On the doll-like woman, the effect was less than menacing, and Quinn bit back a grin. Then she sneezed as the trophy wife’s perfume smothered her.

      “You’re telling me those sons of bitches kicked us off the shuttles to bring in a haul of gold?” The Trophany’s unusually soft voice cut through the room like a scalpel.

      Quinn shivered. Usually she found The Trophany entertaining, if irritating, but maybe the woman had unexplored depths. “They loaded dozens of crates onto that shuttle, and the three that were left behind contained these, so I think that’s a safe assumption,” Quinn said, holding up the lump of gold.

      The Trophany snatched the heavy rock from her. “How much?”

      Quinn shrugged. “I didn’t count. Several dozen crates, I guess.”

      “No, I mean how much is it worth?” The shorter woman licked her lips and caressed the palm-sized lump of unrefined metal. “The whole shipment. How many credits?”

      Quinn shook her head. “No idea.”

      “If I may,” a light male voice cut in. The man who had been standing by the door strolled over to them. He held out his hand, and The Trophany reluctantly relinquished the gold. Medium height and weight, with brown hair, brown eyes and tan skin—the man was completely unremarkable in every way. He took the lump and scanned it with a device he pulled from his pocket. “This piece alone is worth—” he stopped, glancing at Quinn and Bergen, then leaned down and whispered in The Trophany’s ear.

      The small woman’s eyes widened. “Holy shit! No wonder they dumped us. How much did they leave behind?” She asked, licking her lips again.

      “There are three crates,” Quinn repeated. “But more importantly, how are we going to get off this rock? I don’t care about the gold. I just want to get back to my kids. And don’t forget the Krimson Empire is coming our direction.”

      The Trophany waved that away as a minor inconvenience. “I’ll contact my husband’s command and have them come get us. Where did they get all this gold?”

      “I don’t know!” Quinn cried. “Can we focus on getting home?”

      The plain man stepped forward, turning slightly so he stood with his back to Quinn. “Rumor has it this asteroid is littered with gold. There are fifteen of us. If we can get a shuttle sent back, there should be room for," he paused, as if calculating, then continued, “seven standard sized crates. More if we—" He broke off, glancing back at Quinn, then guided The Trophany toward the door. “Let’s go call the Admiral.”

      Quinn and Bergen exchanged a glance. “Who the hell is that?” Quinn demanded after the others departed.

      Bergen grimaced. “That’s Perry Cisneros. Spook. Lieutenant commander, FSF, retired. Barely.”

      Quinn’s eyes left the door through which the couple had hurried and focused on Bergen’s face. “What do you mean, ‘barely’ retired? Recently?”

      Taking her elbow, he urged her toward the exit. “A few years ago, he was, er, encouraged to retire in exchange for the service dropping charges. He was accused of multiple extramarital affairs with both subordinates and spouses of subordinates. There were rumors of coercion, but they said none of his victims came forward to provide testimony. The JAG let it drop on the condition Cisneros leave the service. He’s here because his wife is the personnel officer.” They entered the Command Center as he spoke. “Maybe you should contact the ship again. I’m going to nose around the databases to see what other options we might have.”

      Quinn waved a distracted hand at him and logged into the comm system. “Elrond, this is Sumpter Base, do you read me?” She double checked the protocols and sent the signal again.

      “Unknown caller, identify yourself,” a voice replied. The screen remained stubbornly blank.

      Giving the cam a puzzled look, she flicked an icon. “This is Sumpter Base. Quinn Templeton speaking. I just talked to someone up there about an hour ago.”

      “Lieutenant Templeton?” the voice asked. “Is that you? What are you doing at Sumpter?”

      “I was a Lieutenant a long time ago,” Quinn replied, cautiously. “Who is this?”

      “It’s Hoover! Hal Hoover! From Port Lucretia!” The screen flared to life, showing a grinning middle-aged man with thinning hair and an FSF uniform stretched across the beginning of a beer belly. He waved enthusiastically. “I haven’t seen you in years! What are you doing on Sumpter, ma’am? I thought everyone there was getting deployed?”

      Quinn shook her head. “I’m a dependent now. I separated from the service years ago. We’ve been left behind. I’ve got fifteen non-combatants and no active duty personnel here.”

      The man’s face fell. “Damn. The guys told me someone had contacted us. The brass said everyone had been evacuated, so we thought the Empire was trying to pull something. But that’s really you. You haven’t been recruited by the KE as a spy, have you?” A grin flashed across his face.

      “Don’t even joke about that, Hoover. I’m sure this line is being monitored.”

      Hoover’s face fell. “Sorry, ma’am.”

      “We got left behind. This blasted asteroid is covered in gold nuggets, and our evacuation team decided to take them instead of us. Can you help us get out of here? The admiral’s wife is with us—maybe you can get his XO on the line.”

      “Admiral Andretti’s wife is there?” Hoover gave her an indecipherable look. “Let me see what I can do. Hang tight, L.T.”

      Quinn opened her mouth to remind him she was no longer an officer, but the screen went dark. She turned to Bergen, but before she could say anything, the door swung open. The Trophany and Cisneros strode in.

      “We can’t get through to Syed’s office,” The Trophany announced. “Call the ship for me.”

      “I just did,” Quinn said. “Sergeant Hoover is going to call me back.”

      Cisneros eyed her. “Get them on the horn. We don’t wait on a sergeant.”

      “He’s contacting the XO,” Quinn protested.

      “Get them on the horn,” Cisneros demanded. “They have more than one tech in the comm shack.”

      Quinn gritted her teeth and turned back to the console. She input the comm keys and waited. “They aren’t responding, sir.” Bergen grimaced at the title, and Quinn shrugged a little. Even knowing what she did about Cisneros, respect for the rank won out over distaste for the man. Besides, being in this environment took her right back to her active duty days. Old habits were hard to break.

      “Then. Try. Again,” Cisneros said, as if speaking to a three-year-old. “And keep trying until they respond.” He turned to The Trophany and shrugged dramatically. Spotting Bergen, he barked, “You there—who are you and what are you doing?”

      Bergen stared him down. “Antonin Bergen, civilian. Fiscal services. I’m looking at options.”

      “Fine. Anything you find, I want to know ASAP.” He turned back to The Trophany. “I think we need to institute SFS protocol four-oh-one immediately.”

      The Trophany shook her head. “I don’t know what that means. Just do whatever you need to do to get us out of here.”

      Bergen glanced at Quinn and back to The Trophany. “He’s telling you he intends to institute martial law and place himself in command. Since he’s the ranking retiree.” Bergen spit out the words like they tasted bad.

      “That sounds like an excellent idea,” The Trophany said. “Of course, as the admiral’s wife, I outrank you. But I will certainly listen to your counsel.”

      Quinn bit back a laugh. Like the spouses of too many senior officers, The Trophany thought she wore her husband’s rank. The two of them could fight it out as far as she was concerned. She just wanted to get back to her kids.

      “Sumpter Base, this is the Elrond.” A voice boomed out of the speakers.

      Quinn hit the volume button. Why did it get so loud every time it turned on? “Elrond, this is Sumpter. Go ahead,” she replied.

      “Krimson agents, depart Sumpter Base immediately. All Federation personnel have been evacuated. The facility will be purged in twelve hours.” The voice sounded automated.

      “Hoover!” Quinn slapped the video button, but the screen remained blank. “Hoover! You know I’m not a Krimson agent. Send someone to evacuate us. Please!” She swung her chair around. “Tiffany! Say something so they know it’s you. They must have a voice match on file!”

      “This is Tiffany Andretti, wife of Admiral Syed Andretti! I demand you send a shuttle to pick me up!” The Trophany’s voice ratcheted up an octave as she spoke.

      “Krimson agents, depart Sumpter base immediately. All Federation personnel have been evacuated. The facility will be purged in twelve hours.” The mechanical voice repeated.

      “They’ve cut reception,” Quinn said in defeat. “They can’t hear anything we’re saying.”

      “You’re Krimson agents?” Cisneros asked, his eyes narrow. “We should lock these two up,” he said to The Trophany. “We could get a reward for capturing known Krimson agents.”

      “We aren’t agents! Even if we were, you won’t get a reward if we’re all purged in twelve hours!” Quinn cried. “We need to get through to them.” She swung back to the console and started activating alternate protocols.

      “Step away from that console,” Cisneros demanded. “I won’t have a Krimson agent using Federation property.”

      Quinn leapt to her feet. “Are you even listening to me? We aren’t agents. And, oh, yeah, they’re going to dust us!”

      Cisneros reached out and yanked Quinn away from the console, shoving her toward The Trophany. Then he pulled out a weapon. “Hold on to her.” He swiveled back to Bergen.” You, Burger, step away from the console.”

      “Ah, crap,” Bergen said. “I hate it when this happens.” He stood, casually dusting off his pants.

      Cisneros advanced on Bergen. The shorter man waited until the colonel closed in, then with an impossibly fast movement, kicked the weapon from his hand. “Quinn, grab the gun.” Another lightening move, and Cisneros lay on the floor, Bergen’s knee in his back.

      Quinn yanked her arm away from The Trophany’s limp hold and dove for the weapon. She stood and aimed it at Cisneros, feeling sick to her stomach. “I’m not sure this is a good idea, Tony.”

      “It’s a terrible idea!” The Trophany shrieked.

      “We need to act fast, and these two are doing everything in their power to get us killed,” Bergen said. Digging through a drawer, he unearthed some zip ties. With a swift movement, he secured Cisneros’s hands. Then he dragged the protesting colonel up into a chair and secured his feet to the console. He turned to The Trophany. “Ma’am? Are you going to help us, or shall I secure you with the colonel until we are able to obtain transport?”

      The Trophany looked back and forth between Bergen and Cisneros. Her mouth opened and closed a couple times. “I just want to get off this rock.” She smiled. “And I want to take some gold with me. That’s not a problem, is it?”
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      “I don’t like this,” Doug Parra said. “Cisneros is the ranking officer, and y’all tied him up.” While The Trophany attempted to organize her groupies, Quinn and Bergen had pulled aside a couple of retired military members.

      “We tied him up because he pulled a gun on us,” Quinn said. “We have a plan, but he won’t listen.”

      “I won’t be party to a mutiny.” The stone-faced woman from The Trophany’s sharing circle, a retired shuttle mechanic named Cynthia Horgan, crossed her arms over her chest.

      “We’re civilians, Cyn, so it’s not actually a mutiny,” Bergen said.

      “I’m not a civilian, I’m retired.” Cyn insisted. “So is Cisneros. And Parra. We could be called back to active duty at any time.”

      Bergen rolled his eyes. “But you weren’t called to duty. You’re here as civilian dependents.”

      “Could we stop arguing about this and get to work?” Quinn said. “My kids need me.”

      Cyn nodded in agreement. “Mine, too. OK, if you get us off this rock, we can sort out the mutiny issue later. And if you don’t, we’ll be dead. What’s the plan?”

      Quinn looked at Bergen, but he stared back at her. Finally, she shook her head. Obviously, Bergen wanted her to do the talking. “According to information Tony found in the databases, there’s a mothballed shuttle at an outpost across the Serpian Crater. If we can get there, can you two get it up and running?”

      Doug looked thoughtfully at Cyn. “I’ve helped recommission shuttles before. What’s your background?”

      While the two discussed technical details, Quinn pulled Bergen aside. “I’m not comfortable with this. Why are you making me take charge?”

      “You’re the ranking officer after Cisneros.” He held up a hand to stop her disagreement. “Yeah, I know, you aren’t an officer any more. But these guys are going to respond to your rank even if you don’t own up to it.”

      “That’s ridiculous! You take charge.” Quinn shoved her fingers through her tangled brown hair. “I just want to get back to my kids.”

      “You may think it's ridiculous, but you know that’s how military folks are wired.” Bergen leaned back against the table behind him. “Officers are in charge. If you don’t at least pretend to be the boss, you’d undermine any authority I try to exert. No one here trusts Cisneros—his bad behavior is an open secret. They know he’d abandon us in a heartbeat if he could replace us with a crate of gold. They know and trust you, so you’re it. You’re our best chance for survival.”

      “Ugh. If I wanted to lead a mission, I would have stayed on active duty.” Quinn pulled a tie from her pocket and bundled her hair into a low ponytail. If she was going to have to take charge, she’d better look the part. She squared her shoulders and turned back to the two mechanics. “What do you think?”

      Doug shrugged. “If it was mothballed using standard procedures, with the intention of being reactivated in an emergency, we can do it. If it was just abandoned as useless junk, we’re screwed.”

      Quinn nodded. “It’s plan C. If we get that far down the list, we’re already screwed. The Trophany is supposed to be recording a message to the admiral. We’ll launch it in an emergency beacon. And Steve Piruytha is still trying to raise the Elrond.” She grabbed a piece of paper and a pen. “Tell me what you know about our fellow refugees. We’re looking for anyone who could help us get off this rock.”

      Cyn glanced at Doug. “I’ve attended a few of—what did you call her? The Trophany?” She smirked. “I’ve attended a few of The Trophany’s spouses’ meetings. She seems to attract the most drama-prone among us. Marielle LeBlanc, for example.” She laughed as she named the aide’s wife. “Did you hear her moaning about her husband’s ‘deployment’? A whole week at the front!”

      Quinn smiled and waved a hand. “Yeah, I heard, but that’s not helpful now. Who might be useful? Anyone else with mechanical or tech skills?”

      “Cassi Palacios was an EVA Specialist,” Doug offered. “She just separated last year, so she’s pretty up-to-date. We might need her if this shuttle is across the crater.”

      “Good thinking. Who else?” Quinn looked from Doug to Cyn and back. “Is that it?”

      Bergen made a choking noise from his seat in front of a computer terminal. “You aren’t going to believe this.”

      “What? More bad news?” Quinn rubbed the back of her neck.

      “Maybe. We have a security specialist. Black belt in four martial arts and expert marksman in every weapon from slingshot to rocket launcher.” Bergen leaned back and laughed. “She worked for the Federation Secret Service.”

      “They only hire the best. That means she’s fast, smart, and lethal,” Quinn said, quietly. “Who is it?”

      Bergen bit his lip. “Marielle LeBlanc.”

      “No way!” Doug laughed.

      “The moaner? I would never have guessed,” Quinn said.

      Cyn shook her head. “This is the second time I’ve been stationed with her, and I had no idea. Do you want me to talk to her?”

      Quinn looked at Bergen, but he offered no advice. “OK, here’s the plan. Bergen is going to find as much info as he can on the mothballed shuttle. Parra, you work with him to come up with a launch plan. Horgan, you get Marielle on board. We definitely don’t want her siding with Cisneros and taking us out. I’ll talk to Cassi about the trip across the crater. We’ll meet back here in,” she looked at the chronometer, “thirty minutes.”

      Bergen gave Quinn a discrete thumbs up as she and Cyn left the room.
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      Quinn groaned in frustration as she watched Cassi Palacios dig through a store room. “There are only two EVA suits? And they’re both tiny! Child-sized!” She held one of the suits up to her long frame. The feet dangled just below her knees.

      “Most techs have their own custom suit. I wouldn’t trust a station-supplied one if I had a choice.” The tall blonde grimaced. “Doesn’t matter, since neither of these is going to fit me. We’re going to have to depend on the rovers. At least they’re all vacuum-tight and fully charged. Normally I wouldn’t venture across an asteroid like this without a suit, but this is not normal. I recommend you, Cyn, Doug and I take the rover and find the shuttle. Doug and Cyn can get it up and running—this suit should fit her. Bergen can stay here and organize the wives’ club so they’re ready to load when we arrive.” She wrinkled her nose as she said “wives’ club.”

      “Not a fan of The Trophany?” Quinn asked, folding the EVA suit into its bag with the helmet.

      “Shh! She hates that name,” Cassi said, packing the second suit. “And you really don’t want her angry at you. She is vicious.”

      Quinn rolled her eyes. “What’s she going to do? Tell her husband on me? Actually, that would be great, because maybe it would get us off this rock.” She led the way down a hall toward the rover garage.

      Three rovers squatted in the crowded garage. They looked like a cross between a deep space shipping container and a spider on roller skates. An open crate lay on the floor next to the farthest rover, and The Trophany and Cisneros stood beside it, scattering packing material as they dug through it.

      “Crap!” Quinn grabbed Cassi’s arm and dragged her back out of the garage. “She untied Cisneros and I’ll bet that crate is full of gold. We need to find Tony. Let’s get away from here!”

      They ran down the hall, Quinn gabbling into her phone as she stumbled along. “Tony, Cisneros is loose. They’re in the rover garage. Where are you?” They scrambled back into the EVA dressing room. “Lock the door!” she told Cassi.

      Cassi looked at the panel beside the entry. “There’s no lock. What do we do?”

      A message pinged on Quinn’s phone. “Bergen says he’ll come to us, and we should stay away from them.”

      Cassi gave her a strange look. “You’re the L.T. What do you think we should do?”

      Quinn froze. What did she think they should do? “I think we should lock them both up, send the emergency beacon to the Elrond, and then get across the Serpian Crater and get that shuttle running. Which is basically what we already had planned, except the locking up part. Let’s take those two out. Are there any weapons in here?”

      Cassi smiled a little. “There’s a vacuum-rated cutter.” She brandished a heavy-looking device. “And a couple crowbars.”

      Quinn laughed and pulled Cisneros’ gun from her waistband. “I think this will work better but give me one of those crowbars.”

      The two women gathered their weapons and headed back toward the garage. Bergen barreled into them from a cross corridor. “Where are you going?”

      “We’re going to get Cisneros and The Trophany out of our hair and get on with this mission.” Quinn raised the gun.

      Bergen smiled. “I like it. Do you need help?”

      Quinn handed him the crowbar. “Look threatening and back me up.”

      “Drop the gun,” a soft voice said, “or I will fire.”

      The three froze. “Crap,” Bergen said. “Not again.”

      “Drop the gun and turn around slowly.”

      “Do it, Quinn,” Bergen said. “She’s serious.”

      Quinn carefully placed the weapon on the floor and pivoted, hands held out to her sides. Marielle LeBlanc stood in the hallway, a disrupter aimed squarely at them.

      “Shit,” Quinn said. “Did Cisneros get to you?”

      “He’s the ranking officer,” Marielle said. “Whose orders should I be following? Yours?” She barked a laugh. It sounded like a chihuahua.

      “He’s a criminal!” Quinn protested.

      “Charges were dropped,” Marielle shrugged. “He’s the ranking officer. Besides, Tiffany trusts him.”

      Quinn rubbed her forehead. “Tiffany thinks she’s going to get rich. She doesn’t care about anyone but Tiffany.”

      Marielle lifted her chin. “She’s always taken care of me.”

      “They’re in the rover garage pawing through a crate of gold.” Cassi said. “If they get a shuttle down here, what do you think they’re going to take with them? You or another crate of shiny metal?”

      “Look, I’ve seen your background. You were FSS. You can’t possibly be as gullible as you pretend.” Quinn narrowed her eyes. “What is your game?”

      The barrel of the disrupter drooped a little. “They’re in the rover garage?”

      “Where did you think they were?” Quinn asked.

      “Tiffany said she was recording the message for the beacon. She told me to come find you and keep you out of the way so she could get her message out.” She looked the three of them. “Show me.”

      Bergen started to move down the hall, but Marielle hollered, “Stop! Show me a surveillance feed. Can you get audio?”

      “I can do that,” Quinn said. “Let’s go to the Control Center.”

      The four of them moved down the hall, Quinn leading the way with Marielle trailing behind, the weapon still aimed at them. Once inside, Marielle took up a station by the closed door and gestured with the gun. “Dial it up, Quinn.”

      Quinn sat at the nearest station and picked up a note leaning against the screen. With a humorless laugh, she waved it at Bergen. “Steve went to get lunch.” Dropping the note, she opened the facility surveillance. “They’re still in the garage. I’ll unmute the audio.”

      The Trophany’s voice grated shrilly through the speakers. “—we get more?”

      On the screen, Cisneros fitted the lid back onto the crate. “I don’t think it’s just lying around on the surface out there, or we’d have heard about it before now. Someone must have found a vein and been mining it.”

      “Was this whole evacuation just a conspiracy to get the gold off the base?” Quinn whispered.

      Onscreen, The Trophany continued to stare at a lump of metal in her hand. “If we could get more, well, I’d be willing to make some sacrifices to get it back to civilization. I’m not stupid. I know Syed is done with me—if he wasn’t, he wouldn’t have left me here. I need to make sure I can provide for myself.” Her voice hardened. “But I don’t just want to be comfortable. I want to be wealthy. I want to have enough money to destroy him.”

      “What kind of sacrifices are you talking about?” Cisneros asked.

      “Why?” The Trophany snapped. “Do you know where there’s more gold?”

      “How badly do you want it?” Cisneros flipped the switches on the grav cart strapped to the crate. The device hummed and lifted the crate, and he shoved it toward the rover. “If we can get to that shuttle Burger mentioned, we can fill it with gold. I’ll fly, you’ll co-pilot, and the rest is cargo space. But you’d need to sacrifice your little coffee klatch.”

      The Trophany waved a hand. “There’s a new spouses’ group at every base. They’re all pretty much the same.” She laughed as she watched him maneuver the crate through the rover’s door. “Lucky for you I don’t know how to pilot a shuttle.”

      A smirk crossed Cisneros’ face, but with his back to The Trophany, she didn’t see it.

      Quinn turned down the volume and looked at Marielle. “Any questions?”

      “One,” Marielle said. “When do I get to take her down?”
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      An hour later, the group met in the rover garage. The Trophany and Cisneros had departed before Bergen and Marielle could stop them. While Doug, Cyn and Cassi checked out the two remaining rovers, Bergen, Quinn and Marielle brought Steve up to date.

      “I have an automated hail going out every five minutes,” Steve said, defensively. “I’ll get a ping on my phone if anyone answers. I was hungry.”

      Quinn held up a hand to stem the flow of excuses. “Great. Just keep sending. Make sure the response is monitored at all times. We don't want to miss a chance at rescue because you’re in the bathroom. Get one of the ladies to help you. I’m sure you can train them.”

      Steve stared at her as if she’d grown a second head. “But...they’re civilians.”

      “So are you, Steve.” Quinn patted his arm. “At this point, it doesn’t really matter. If we don’t get off this rock, we’ll become the tail of some comet.”

      Steve blanched.

      “Try not to think about it,” Bergen said. “But if you get them to send a shuttle, you’ll be a hero.”

      Steve grinned then frowned. “Oh, by the way, you got a message from some guy named Hoover.”

      “What? Why didn’t you say so? What is it?” Quinn clenched her fists trying not to strangle Steve.

      “It said—” He patted several pockets, then pulled out a scrap of paper. “L.T. Sorry. XO threatened court martial. I’ll try to get a message out.”

      Quinn closed her eyes. No help from the Elrond, then. “Thanks, Steve. Get those ladies trained, OK?” Just in case. Plus, it would keep Steve out of her hair.

      Steve squared his shoulders, saluted, and strode away.  

      Marielle rolled her eyes.

      “Bad news,” Cassi called as she crossed the garage. “It looks like Cisneros wanted to make sure we didn’t follow them.”

      Quinn felt her shoulders tighten even more. “What did he do?”

      “Come and see.” Cassi led them across the room and under the boxy vehicle. She pointed upwards, where Doug and Cyn hung on their backs between open panels on the underside of the rover. Their personal grav lifters whined when they shifted position, as they threaded some kind of tubing into the vehicle.

      “He didn’t try very hard,” Cyn called down as she worked. “He cut the life support connections. But I guess he forgot this is a rover garage. Lots of spare parts waiting to be used. We’ll have this one up and running in a few minutes.”

      “Could this be subterfuge?” Bergen asked. “Very obvious damage so we overlook something more subtle until it’s too late? They’ve made it clear they aren’t worried about collateral damage.”

      “Good thought,” Doug said. “I suggest we take the time to run thorough diagnostics before we leave.”

      “How long will that take?” Quinn asked. “They’ve already got an hour head-start. Of course, they plan to load all that gold, and possibly pick up more along the way. Plus, they’d need to recommission the shuttle. We need to get there before they can launch it.”

      Doug and Cyn muttered to each other for a few minutes. “I wish we knew more about the shuttle’s current status. Reactivating it could take minutes or days,” Cyn groused.

      Bergen cleared his throat. “Based on what I found in the files, it’s almost ready to launch. It looks like they expected to need it at any time.”

      “Can you send those files to my profile?” Cyn asked. “I can work up a more accurate estimate.”

      The short man looked away, twitching his shirt cuffs. “Sure,” he said after a moment. “I’ll run back to the Control Center and see if I can send you the link.”

      Quinn watched him go, wondering what was bothering him. Didn’t he trust Cyn and Doug? She’d known him for a couple years, and he’d always been upfront and helpful. Something felt off.

      With a shrug, she turned to Marielle and Cassi. “Cassi, can all six of us go in the rover? Or would it be faster with fewer people?”

      Cassi shook her head. “These things aren’t fast. They were designed to carry heavy loads of ore. The military-grade, like these, use that capacity for weapons. It can take one or dozens of us.”

      “Great. Pull anything you think we might need from the third rover—spare parts, extra fuel, suits if there are any. Anything we could possibly require—move it to this one. Just in case Cisneros did something we don’t detect.” She turned to Marielle. “Get into the armory. Break in if you have to. We need weapons if we’re going to take that shuttle away from Cisneros and The Trophany. I’m going to talk to the troops.”

      When Quinn reached the break room, Steve had the remaining six refugees gathered in a circle. “If the phone rings, answer it. The only one who can call us is someone on this rock or the Admiral’s ship. I’ve got the signal going to all your phones, so if someone else answers first, that’s OK. But whatever you do, don’t let it go to voicemail.”

      A slender man raised his hand. “My phone is set to ‘Do not disturb’. Should I change that setting?”

      Quinn closed her eyes, and took a deep breath, willing her face to remain passive. Thank all the stars this lot would be staying here on base. She rolled her shoulders and tried to consciously relax her neck. With another deep breath, she cleared her throat.

      “Thank you all for assisting Steve in this important mission.” Quinn made eye contact with each of the men and women gathered around Steve. “I know none of you have been on active duty, and this could be a trying experience for you. But we have a plan in place to get us back to the Elrond as quickly as possible.”

      “Where’s Tiffany?” A mousy woman—Kaiden Armitage—demanded. “She said the shuttle is coming back for us.”

      “Yeah, Tiffany said you and that Burger guy were causing trouble,” Fabron Mathews grumbled.

      Dev Singh glowered at her. “What kind of scheme are you trying to pull?”

      “Ladies and gentlemen!” Quinn raised her voice to a parade-ground bellow. “Please, take a seat and allow me to explain our current situation.”

      The men and women grumbled but pulled chairs from the sharing circle into a small clump.

      “Let’s hear it,” Dev said. “Better be good.”

      “As you know,” Quinn began, feeling her way through the web of truth and fiction, “we were delayed to allow a ‘re-balancing’ of the shuttles. Unfortunately, due to the Elrond’s current location and the, er, changing situation on the front, they will not be able to send a shuttle back for us.” A shout went up. She held up a hand, waiting for the outburst to end.

      “We are working remotely with SFS personnel to reactivate a shuttle that is currently in storage here at Sumpter. We are fortunate to have two retired shuttle mechanics and an EVA specialist at our disposal. I will be taking a small crew across the Serpian Crater to get the shuttle running. We’ll land it here to take the rest of you on board and depart for the Elrond.” She looked around the small group. Less information was probably better in this situation. “Any questions?”

      “Where’s Tiffany?” Kaiden asked again.

      “Yeah, where’s Tiffany? And that Cisneros guy?” Fabron demanded. “Tiff said he’s in charge because he’s the highest ranking.”

      Quinn held up a hand again to stop the surge of questions. “One at a time. Tiffany and Colonel Cisneros have already proceeded to the shuttle to begin, uh, initial reactivation tasks. The group I am leading will join them to complete those tasks. Starting up a shuttle is not a fast and easy project. It requires the skills of many technicians. Fortunately, we have people with those skills.”

      She hoped.

      “Who put you in charge?” Dev Singh shouted as he leapt to his feet.

      Quinn smiled. “The Federation Space Force did. I was a senior grade Lieutenant before I became a dependent. When Colonel Cisneros left the base, I became the senior ranking officer.”

      Except she wasn’t. She was just a spouse with military experience. But the only people who really knew that were busy following her orders to get the rover working. Sometimes ignorance was bliss. Or at least helpful.

      Singh sat down. “Fine. What are we supposed to do?

      “Just stay calm and answer the phone,” Quinn replied. “We’ll be back to get you in a few hours.”
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      “I hope Steve can hold it together back there.” Quinn watched the rear camera view as they trundled away from the base.

      “They’ll be fine,” Bergen said. “None of them has the gumption to pull anything, and we’ll only be gone a few hours.”

      “We hope,” Marielle muttered.

      “If we’re gone longer, we’re all dead,” Bergen said with a fatalistic shrug.

      “Hey, Tony.” Quinn leaned close to Bergen and lowered her voice. “Who’s going to fly the shuttle once we get it up and running? I’m not a pilot, and I don’t think any of these good folks has any stick time, either.”

      Bergen smiled. “I was wondering when someone would ask that. As it happens, I have twelve hundred hours of flight time, including several hops in this exact model.”

      “Good.” Quinn let out a breath. “I was afraid we’d have to coerce Cisneros into flying it for us. But I thought you were a money guy. When did you do all that flying?”

      Bergen shrugged. “I was a transport pilot before I got into finance. Got tired of hauling cargo, so I got my degree and upgraded jobs.”

      “Huh.” Quinn sat back in her seat. “You really are a jack of all trades.”
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      Two hours later, they reached the location Bergen gave them for the shuttle. “There’s nothing here.” Doug set the rover to idle and twisted around in his seat. “We’re at the right coordinates, but I don’t see anything.”

      “They wouldn’t leave it sitting out in the open, genius,” Cyn said. “It’s probably in some kind of underground bunker.” She twisted around, too, to look at Bergen. “What do you think?”

      “I copied the specs on the hangar, let me send them to you.” Bergen said, scratching his head. He poked at his phone. “It’s all Krimson to me—maybe you can figure it out.”

      Marielle gave Bergen a strange look, then turned back to her computer console. She’d volunteered to keep an eye on Cisneros and The Trophany. Fortunately, Cassi had known how to ping the rovers’ locators without alerting the occupants. Marielle’s screen showed a rough map of the asteroid, with the base outlined in blue and their location a blinking green dot. Another dot, this one red, blinked a short distance away, in the craggy hills to the west of them.

      “I think I can run a subterranean scan on this thing,” Cassi said, tapping some controls. Her extensive EVA experience had also given her a working knowledge of most of the equipment in the rover. What she didn’t know, Doug and Cyn had figured out.

      After a moment, Cassi nodded in satisfaction and pointed to the screen beside her. “This area is hollow. We just need to figure out how to get in.” She tapped a few more commands and grunted happily when it pinged. “Yup, there’s a door right here. Do you have any open commands in that file?”

      Cyn flicked something and grinned. “Got it!”

      The forward-facing cams showed a slit opening in the hill off to their left. As they watched, it stretched wider, until it was large enough for the rover to crawl inside.

      “Bogies on the move!” Marielle’s voice cut through the cheers. “They’re headed away from us, though. Must be looking for more loot.”

      The rover trundled in to the hidden hangar. Cassi did some magic on her console and the door shut behind them.

      “Is there atmo inside this space?” Quinn asked.

      “No,” Cassi said. “But it looks like there’s an accordion airlock over there.” She pointed out the location on the front screen. “Pull up close to it—might be automated. If it’s standard SFS build, it should have recognized our vehicle when we entered and—yes!”

      Onscreen, a yellow-green, accordion-folded tube stretched out from the wall. As they moved closer it seemed to home in on them like some kind of alien creature scenting the atmosphere inside their rover. Quinn shuddered. She knew it was standard tech—her imagination was obviously too active.

      The airlock latched on to their rover with a muffled clang. Doug climbed out of the driver’s seat and squeezed past the passengers to the rear of the boxy vehicle. He opened a panel near the door and entered some commands. With a pop and a hiss, the door swung open, cold, stale air flooding into the rover.

      “Let me take point,” Marielle said, checking her disrupter then pulling out a blaster.

      “You don’t expect anyone to be here, do you?” Quinn asked.

      Marielle smiled, grimly. “No, but better safe…”

      The rest of the team trooped out of the rover, and Quinn shut the door behind her. “Can you lock that?” she asked Doug.

      “I’ll put a passphrase on the open sequence,” he replied. “That should keep space pirates from stealing our rover.” He grinned and winked as he keyed in a command.

      She smiled faintly and followed him up the airlock.

      When the cycle completed, the inner door opened.

      “Oh, shit,” Marielle said.

      Cisneros stood there, smiling. “Drop it.” He held a blaster aimed at The Trophany’s head.

      Marielle laughed, hard and bitter. “I don’t think so. Go ahead and shoot her. You’d just save me from having to do it.”

      “Marielle, how can you say such a thing?” The Trophany cried. “We’re friends! Think about how we—”

      “Save it, Tiff,” Marielle sneered. “I heard you plotting with this ass-hat. You were going to leave us behind so you could fill your shuttle with gold. And now that you’ve realized he’s going to dump your sorry butt here, you want my help?”

      “What?” The Trophany pulled out of Cisneros’ grip. Ignoring the gun pointed at her face, she rounded on him. “You were going to abandon me?! How dare you!?” She kicked him in the shin, the decorative steel tip of her boot cracking into the bone. Then she shoved her knee up into his groin.

      Cisneros jerked back, hunching over in pain. “You little—!” He slid his finger onto the trigger of his weapon and his head exploded.

      The Trophany screamed as a cloud of disintegrated blood, bone and flesh showered over her.

      Marielle flicked the safety on her blaster and holstered it. She looked at The Trophany, then cocked her fist and drove it into the other woman’s face. “You owe me, bitch.”
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      Through the inner door of the airlock, they entered a small, rough-walled hall. A door on the left led to a tiny chamber with a cot and a sanitation pod. Three familiar, meter-high crates half-blocked the way. At the other end, another airlock led to the shuttle. Everyone carefully stepped over Cisneros’ headless body, leaving it on the floor in a pile of brain dust.

      “How’d you get in here?” Marielle asked, poking The Trophany between the shoulders.  “Your rover wasn’t in the garage.”

      The Trophany stumbled but caught herself. With her arms secured behind her back, she didn’t put up much of a fight. “We got into the compound, but Perry couldn’t open the shuttle. He sent the rover away on autopilot, and we waited for you.” She whimpered and hunched her shoulder up by her bruised jaw.

      Cyn stopped tapping on the control panel by the second airlock. “It won’t cycle,” she said. “It’s asking for a passphrase, and it’s not responding to anything in the file you sent, Tony. You got any ideas, Parra?”

      Doug shook his head. “I could try some of the old ones, but they’re changed every six months, minimum. We’ll probably get locked out if we try too many.”

      Quinn banged her head softly against the wall. To have come so far and be stopped now! “The old look-under-the-drawer thing won’t work here, will it, Tony? Any thoughts?”

      Bergen had his phone out and was swiping through it. “I downloaded everything I could. Let me see what I’ve got.” After a few moments of silence, he pushed around the crates. “Let me try.”

      “I’m already here,” Cyn said. “Just read it out to me.”

      Bergen shook his head. “Too many weird characters. It will be easier for me to just type it in.” He squeezed past the others to the hatch. Cyn stepped aside and Bergen typed into the panel, consulting his phone as he did. “Damn. Hang on.” He poked the phone a couple more times and tried again. “Ah! Got it!”

      With Cassi’s help, Cyn donned one of the tiny EVA suits and went outside to do a preflight check while the rest of them entered the shuttle.

      Bergen took a quick look at the cockpit then retired to the passenger area. “I’ll let Cyn do her thing, then start the warm-up.” He grabbed a water pack from the galley and dropped down into a seat.

      “Quinn,” Marielle said. “Move away from Bergen. This thing has a wide range, and I don’t want to take you out by accident.”

      Quinn looked up. Marielle had her small disrupter aimed squarely at Bergen’s chest. “What are you doing?!”

      “The real question is: what is Bergen doing?” Marielle asked calmly. “He’s a Krimson spy.”

      “What? No!” Quinn stared at Marielle. “Cisneros made that up.”

      Marielle shook her head, her eyes never leaving Bergen. “He thought he made it up. Funny, he was actually right, wasn’t he, Bergen?”

      Bergen looked from Marielle to Quinn, his eyes flicking around the room, evaluating. “You’re crazy, Marielle. I’m a finance guy.”

      “No, you’re a Krimson spy.” Marielle stood in the aisle, feet apart, weapon pointed, rock-steady, at Bergen. “This isn’t an SFS shuttle. It looks like one—they did a good job of mocking up one of ours. But they never expected any SFS personnel to actually get inside. Look at the inside of the door, Quinn. Emergency egress instructions written in Krimson text. The ID numbers on all the fixtures in here—chairs, vid screen, galley cabinets, water packs. Look at any of them, Quinn. They’re all Krimson. And only Bergen could open the door. I can’t believe he thought Doug and Cyn wouldn’t notice.”

      Bergen hesitated, then shrugged. “Our shuttles are built for stealthy insertion. That means using SFS equipment anywhere an SFS technician might look. We frequently land at your bases for fuel and maintenance. But as you said, no one is supposed to come inside. Poor planning on our part, but you know, budget cuts. Getting SFS parts is not cheap.”

      Quinn gasped, leaping out of her chair. “You’re admitting it? But I’ve known you for years! How can you be a Krimson spy?”

      “Deep plant. I’ve been on the SFS payroll longer than most of their real employees. Of course, my Krimson Empire salary offsets the crappy pay here.” Bergen leaned back in his chair, sizing up Marielle. “Here’s the thing, though. I’m saving you. Your own chain of command left you here to die, but I risked my mission and my freedom to get you off this rock. I could have left without any of you.” He paused, cocking his head. “I could have taken a boat-load of gold back to the Empire, too.” He smiled wistfully. Then his face hardened, and he turned away from Marielle, his eyes locking onto Quinn’s. “But I didn’t. I’m risking it all to save fourteen civilians. Dependents of my government’s enemy. Do you want to know why?” He paused.

      Quinn nodded, mesmerized.

      “I’m saving you, because that’s what we do in the Krimson Empire. We value loyalty. And family. Children. Friendship. We don’t leave civilians to die because it’s easier than getting a divorce or because there’s a pile of cash.” He stood, slowly, ignoring Marielle and her gun, his eyes glued to Quinn’s.

      “I was sent here to provide information that would help broker peace between our people. I didn’t hurt anyone. I didn’t provide any information that would endanger anyone, even your military combatants. I told my handlers about the people I met here in the SFS, and that we’re all really the same, and that warring with the Federation doesn’t help anyone except the fat-cat defense contractors. And I think my little contribution helped pave a way for peace. I could have gotten on my shuttle, knowing I’d done my part, and flown back to my home. But that’s not how we fly in the Empire. So, I’m saving you, and your friends, and your admiral’s whiny wife, and even that fontenk poerken Cisneros, if Marielle hadn’t killed him first. If you’ll let me. But you’re in command, Quinn. You decide.”

      Quinn looked from Marielle to Bergen. “He’s right. He could have left us. Or killed us. But he didn’t. Let’s go get the others and find our families.”

      The Trophany’s uncharacteristically meek voice floated over the seat backs. “Can we take some gold?”

      Quinn rolled her eyes. Then she thought better of it and looked a question at Bergen who grinned and nodded. “Yes, we can.”
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      Armed with a blaster and a lucky elephant, Dakota Adams, treasure hunter extraordinaire, is determined to become rich and famous, but first she'll need to survive what dangers lurk on an abandoned planet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lucky Elephants

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t understand why people doubt the lucky elephant. Don’t get me wrong. When it comes to tools needed for a successful expedition through uncharted territory, there are tons.

      A dependable blaster is nice to ward off indigenous life if you value keeping your face free from sharp, pointy teeth. Packing a quantum communicator is a must as well in order to livestream your exploits to all of your adoring fans. (My channel is up to three hundred subscribers now. Go me!) And of course, being sure to bring a first-rate climbing axe is vital. Anti-grav boots won’t cut it, sorry. If their batteries die—and they will—the last thing you’ll ever do is make a quaint impact crater, coyote style.

      However, when you get right down to it, nothing is more useful than a tiny pachyderm that you can rub for good fortune, because that’s what’s going to keep you safe when all those carefully laid plans and preparations you’ve made go belly up.

      Think a rabbit’s foot is good enough? Ask the rabbit how he did with his.

      A four-leaf clover you say? Hah! Last time I relied on one of those, a disintegrating warp coil nearly took off my head.

      Trust me, if you want to be as successful as I am, get yourself a lucky elephant to rub. Mine’s named Liam. He’s about six centimeters tall, made of plastic, and suction cupped to my dashboard. Together, we’re going to become the richest, most famous treasure hunters this galaxy has ever seen.

      Assuming my competitors don’t vaporize me first.

      On that note, maybe I should’ve bought two lucky elephants when I had the chance.
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      “Hold your fire! I’m not going anywhere!” I yelled into the comm. A quick check of damage control showed my little ship was still intact, but only because they’d fired a warning shot.

      “Hunter 073, do not deviate from orbit until instructed.” The unyielding response came from the Juno corporation’s flagship, the Kestrel. It, along with two dozen smaller warships, was providing security for the quarantined planet below.

      Why? It wasn’t because they didn’t want anyone landing on Helios IX. They did. The 300-year quarantine was going to be lifted in less than two minutes. When that happened, hundreds of treasure hunters, reclaimers, and salvagers would descend on the planet, looking for anything and everything of value to take back. The fleet was simply there to give a fair start to all and make sure no one straight out murdered anyone else. Or at least, they were there so the corporation could claim they’d done their due diligence when it came to participant safety.

      A minute later, the Kestrel sent a general broadcast. “To all participants: thank you for coming. All ships must be inspected prior to departure and all exports declared and duties paid. Failure to comply will result in the judicious use of deadly force. Thank you again and good luck. You may start your landing.”

      Upon hearing those words, I rubbed my lucky elephant on the head, nosed my ship down, and shot toward the foliage-dense planet. Together with a hundred others, we descended like locusts, hopeful of finding something that would change our lives forever.

      My ship zipped through the planet’s thick atmosphere, leaving wisps of white trails in its wake. Ahead and to all sides, I saw other ships streaking through the air like comets. It was a wonder their shields held. Right after I had that thought, one off in the distance flared brilliantly and exploded.

      That’s what you get for coming in too hot and not having a lucky elephant.

      “Freddie,” I said, talking to my ship’s AI. “Are you tracking everyone else?”

      “I am in compliance with your previous instructions,” he replied with a static-filled, monotone voice. Normally, he’d sound much slicker, but since I’d been on a tight budget and had to make some concessions when I went looking to buy my first ship, he—along with the rest of my purchase—had a few “opportunities for refurbishment” as the salesman put it.

      “Great. Are they all going to the main colony?”

      “As you predicted, yes. Ninety-eight percent of competitors’ trajectories will likely see them landing there. Do you wish to join them or are we proceeding with your original plan?”

      I laughed. “And enter that bloodbath? No thank you. Just keep us on course. We’re going to find that research station.”

      I leaned back in my pilot seat and reminded myself why my plan was going to be the one that worked. True, the main colony would be ripe with antiques that had essentially been frozen in time, and thus heading there was incredibly tempting. However, this planet also had a number of outposts and research stations that had been built far away, and thus wouldn’t attract as much competition, which meant less of a chance getting shot over a toaster.

      With some luck, the research post I was looking for would be completely devoid of anyone else. Why? Well for some reason, it had been left off the official building reports.

      Truth be told, its existence was more quiet rumor than anything. There happened to be a tiny chance it wasn’t even there. Okay, a good chance, but you don’t get to be a successful treasure hunter by going where everyone else is already looking. Besides, I’m not really the gunslinger type.

      That said, through a treasure trove of recovered communication logs I got a hold of thanks to a few hot tips (yes, I do my homework, thank you), I found out that the head researcher who was supposed to be assigned to this outpost happened to be a collector of pocket watches; you know, those funny round devices ancient people would measure time with? The ones you’d wind up? If that still doesn’t ring a bell, all you need to know is this: the last antique pocket watch at auction went for a cool two hundred and twenty million—and it didn’t even work. God, I could be set for life with that many creds; or at least, pay off my student loans.

      My comm line beeped. I wrinkled my brow and pressed my lips together. I wasn’t expecting anyone, and whoever was hailing my ship hadn’t bothered to identify themselves. “This is the incredible and soon-to-be intergalactically famous Dakota Adams,” I said, answering the call. “What can I do for you?”

      The status monitor in front of me flickered before displaying the inside of another cockpit with sleek interior lines and even sleeker computers all around. In the pilot’s seat sat a rotund, greasy man chewing on a fat cigar and wearing three-day-old stubble. “Dakota, my girl,” he said, trying to sound smooth but coming across as anything but. “You’re a long way from the colony.”

      “What do you want, Vardu?” I asked, slipping my hair into a pony tail.

      Vardu toyed with his cigar for a moment before answering.  “Same thing you do,” he said. “A pocket watch. Thought maybe you’d like to join my crew and we could get famous together. I’ll even give you a quarter share. What do you say?”

      I cringed and checked the scanner. Sure enough, his ship was making its way to the same general area of the planet I was. Crap. “No thanks,” I said. “I’m sure you’re getting, what? A ten share?”

      “Fifty, but who’s counting?”

      “Yeah, exactly,” I said with a snort. “How about this, unless you want to come up empty and have to deal with an angry crew, I suggest you look elsewhere.”

      Vardu narrowed his beady little eyes. “Maybe you should move on,” he said. “I hear it’s dangerous down there, especially when you’re alone.”
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      Ten minutes and a thorough rub of my lucky elephant’s belly later, I was trekking through a dense forest on the side of a mountain, blaster in one hand and an omniscanner in the other. I had the former out for obvious reasons, but I was using the latter to track down the research station. The forest canopy shrouded everything from aerial view, and there was something about the plant life that interfered with my ship’s scanners. But after a bit of ingenuity on my part, I managed to tweak the omniscanner to search for isotope dust that might be lingering in the air using X-band sweeps instead of a Kermit protocol, and thus I could use that to home in on the outpost’s reactor even if it was offline—or so the theory went.

      A half hour came and went, and I hadn’t made much progress, which wouldn’t have been too bad if Vardu hadn’t been around somewhere, looking to steal my pocket watch, or worse, shoot me in the back. I couldn’t think about that, though. I had to focus on finding the prize.

      “Come on, you can do better than that little guy,” I said, tweaking the omniscanner yet again. “Show me where to go.”

      I hit the save-config button and started a new sweep routine. Immediately, the readouts went ballistic. My face brightened, and I grinned like a toddler eyeing a jar of cookies as it pinpointed a signal. As quick as that came, however, a wave of confusion washed over me. It wasn’t a power source it had locked on to. It was a distress call. Faint, but definitely there. My scanner displayed the repeating message:

      Date 5.1.21: Stranded. Planet hostile. Need evac.

      “Freddie, are you seeing this?” I asked.

      “I am now,” he said. “It just started up again.”

      “Again?”

      “Yes, it was not broadcasting before,” he said.

      “Are you sure? It’s dated a decade ago.”

      “Quite,” he replied. “Someone, or something, has resumed its sequence. The source is approximately five kilometers from you, heading 227.”

      I frowned. Was it a legit distress call? Or was it Vardu, trying to throw me off track? I wouldn’t have put it past him to try such a thing. I’d only known the guy for a couple of years, having had an unfortunate first encounter at a bar back on Mars that ended with him getting touchy-feely on me and a bouncer getting even more touchy-feely on him.

      Even if the signal wasn’t Vardu’s doing, was there actually someone sending out an SOS or was it a malfunction of some sort? And if it were someone, why would they have come here ten years ago in the first place when the planet was still quarantined?

      “Are you going to investigate?” Freddie asked.

      My stomach tightened, and I muttered a few curses. Checking it out could cost me a pocket watch, and wouldn’t that twist my stabilizers if I found out this distress call was a big ball of nothing. That said, I had to go, didn’t I? I couldn’t live with myself if someone needed help and I ignored them.

      Surely something good would come of it…right?
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      Drenched in sweat and smelling as if someone had left the heat on in the morgue, I rounded a large boulder and discovered something. Some might say that something was bad. Most would call it terrible. Either way, at that moment, I desperately wished I could’ve gone back in time and made a different decision. But alas, I was no time queen.

      What I happened upon was a two-headed demon dog from hell. He stood on all fours, his shoulders nearly as high as mine, and he had quills like a porcupine covering his entire body. Eight sets of eyes, four in each wolf-like head, stared at me in exactly the way I imagine a hungry shark looks at a baby seal. The pair of growls that escaped its lips only reinforced that idea.

      “Nice puppy,” I said, backing away. “You stay right there and I’ll get you a plati ball to play with. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

      Nice puppy did not agree.

      The beast leapt at my face with open maws. I jumped to the side and fired off a trio of shots with my blaster. One missed. Two hit. To my utter shock, those shots didn’t do a damn thing other than stun it for a few seconds, which at least gave me a head start when it came to running away. I’d seen enough horror movies to know that when you shoot a spawn of evil and it doesn’t die, you don’t stick around to find out why. In fact, I’m going to stick that in my survival guide I keep meaning to write.

      Tip #22: Know when to run. (On second thought, maybe that should be closer to #1.)

      They say you don’t have to be able to outrun whatever apex predator is on your tail. You only have to outrun whoever is next to you. Good advice, but terrible when you’re alone. I barreled through the forest, darting around trees, leaping over streams, and taking pot shots at the hellbeast every chance I got.

      Sadly, my aim was so terrible you’d think I was some expendable soldier for an empire in a galaxy far, far away. That said, I did manage to hit him in the face a few times when he got really close.

      Did it kill him? No.

      But did it stop him from eating me? Also no.

      The only reason I didn’t become a midday snack was because Liam, my most marvelous, plastic pachyderm, came through. I rounded a large, black tree and shouted for joy when no more than twenty meters away stood a gigantic tiger-like alien who sported a rifle longer than I was tall.

      “Help!” I yelled, right as my foot caught a large root.

      Down I went, both my pistol and my omniscanner flying from my grasp. My furry savior blasted the demon dog in both heads a split second later. The beast collapsed in a heap.

      I rolled on my back and laughed—cried a little, too, I’m sure. As I lay there, ecstatic I was still alive, Mister Space Tiger cautiously worked his way up to me.

      “You’re a small one,” he said with a rough voice. As he towered over me, he kept his rifle ready but pointed to the side.

      I jumped to my feet and wrapped my arms around him, which thanks to our size difference, meant I was snuggled into his furry hip. “I love you,” I said, squeezing tight and relishing the giant teddy bear feel to him. “You’re my new best friend.”

      “A strange one, too,” he said. “Tell me, tailless, do you have a name?”

      I leaned back and craned my head so I could flash him a bright smile. “Dakota,” I replied. “Dakota Adams. What’s yours?”

      Mister Space Tiger took in a deep breath, as if he were centering himself for a week-long meditation session. “I am Tol’Beahn, second born to Undun and Rajap of the House Yari.”

      “That’s a mouthful. Can I call you Tolby for short?” I asked. When he nodded, I tacked on, “If it’s not obvious, let me just say, I’m so, so, so glad you saved me from that monster.”

      “Yes…saved,” he said warily. “Those who used to live here called it a Hannan terror beast.”

      “Oh, that’s what that was,” I said, eyeing the smoldering corpse. “I take it you’re not a local then?”

      “No.”

      I cringed, feeling as if things were going to get incredibly awkward. “Does this mean we’re supposed to hate each other?”

      “Why would I hate you?”

      “Because we’re competitors?” I asked, but as quick as those words passed my lips, I realized the error. “Oh! Oh! That distress signal. It’s yours, isn’t it?”

      Tolby nodded. “My ship hasn’t been serviceable for ten years, and the wilds have had it reclaimed for almost five now.”

      “Reclaimed? You mean like plants growing in it?”

      Tolby nodded again. “What grows here is exceptionally aggressive. I’ve learned not to bother fighting with it.”

      “Holy snort. Why didn’t anyone come to help?” Before he could answer, I smacked myself on the forehead. “Oh, right. Quarantine.”

      Tolby nodded a third time. “I’m assuming it’s been lifted.”

      “Yeah, that’s why there are hundreds of others running around here now. Everyone wants to loot the place.”

      “I see,” he said. “So they will no doubt see me as another scavenger and thus be unlikely to help.”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. But I’ll tell you what, if you can help me find an old pocket watch, I’ll take you wherever you want to go. Deal?”

      “I take it it’s valuable?”

      I laughed and patted his muscular arm. “You have no idea. I’ll even split the money I get from the sale with you. You’ll be set for a long, long time.”

      “It would be nice to have funds for a new ship,” he said after a brief pause. “Do you have any idea where this pocket watch might be?”

      “Yup,” I replied. “There’s an old research station nearby. I think it’s in there.”

      Tolby’s face hardened and he let slip a low growl. “I suggest you look for treasure elsewhere, tailless.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because creatures that enter that research station rarely come out.”

      “No worries,” I said putting my hands on my hips and entering an antiquated superhero pose. “We have a secret weapon.”

      “What would that be?”

      “A bona fide lucky elephant,” I said with a gigantic grin. “He’s the reason I won a scavenging ticket in last month’s lotto drawing.”

      Tolby raised an eyebrow. “You want to descend into dangerous territory and rely on luck to see you out?”

      “Hey, don’t diss the pachyderm.”

      “Not that I wish anyone ill, but your safety is of paramount importance to my leaving this world,” he said.

      “My safety is also of paramount importance to my leaving this world,” I said. “We’ll be fine. Honest. He’s never let me down, unlike other charms.”

      Tolby kept his skeptical look, but at least he seemed to be open to further explanation. “Maybe I’m missing something. What is this lucky elephant?”

      “He’s a little plastic guy stuck to my dashboard,” I said. “You rub his belly, or his head, or both—depending on what you need—and good fortune will come your way. Works every time.”

      Tolby snorted. “I doubt that, tailless.”

      “Look, I’m not saying you can only rely on him. But extra luck never hurt, which is what he excels at providing,” I said, trying not to sound offended. “I’ll make you a believer. You’ll see. Now let’s get going before someone else snags that watch.”
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      It didn’t take long to find the outpost. When you team up with an interstellar tiger who’s not only armed to the teeth, literally, but has been roaming the planet for ten years, it’s pretty easy to get to where you want to be. As awesome as it was having my own furry tour guide and impromptu bodyguard, my heart sank when we got to the facility.

      The entire thing looked like a two-story strip mall with a curved exterior that had been built into the side of the mountain. The structure stood, but the forest had long ago started to reclaim it all. Tree branches shot through wall and window, and vines choked most of the exterior. From what I could see of the vintage architecture that wasn’t covered in plant, the whole thing begged for renovation.

      I’ll be honest, I had my doubts about the integrity of the place. But that’s not what bothered me. Throughout the air was a faint sickly sweet smell. I’m hardly the xenobiologist, but the smell of death seems to be pretty universal, which was exactly what I was picking up on.

      “It’s still not too late to turn around, tailless,” he said. “If it’s fortune you’re after, we can find it elsewhere.”

      “Not this kind of fortune,” I replied, eyes fixated on the structure and imagination running wild. “And the name’s Dakota.”

      “Does that name mean tailless in your culture?” he asked.

      “Um, no,” I said, thinking for a moment. “I’m not sure what it means, to be honest.”

      “Then tailless fits you better,” he said, patting my head. “For that is what you are.”

      I huffed. Normally I’d argue, but I did want his help, and I definitely didn’t want to waste more time. “Okay, fine, call me whatever,” I said. “But could you not make it sound so condescending?”

      “Apologies,” he said with a slight bow. “That was never my intent.”

      “No worries. Let’s go.”

      At that point, we hurried up to the facility’s main door. It was open, or rather, it had been forced open by a tree that had invaded the place. That said, there wasn’t a lot of room when it came to space between tree and doorframe. I was pretty sure I could make it through the gap, but Tolby? Holy snort, he was a big kitty.

      “I don’t know how you’re getting in,” I said, sizing up the hole.

      “I’ll get in.”

      “Bet you a root beer float you won’t,” I said, the corner of my mouth drawing back.

      “A what?”

      I dropped my jaw, but only to exaggerate an obviously feigned shock. “It’s only the best drink in the galaxy. How can you not know that?”

      “Then I look forward to you buying me one,” he said.

      I shook his paw to make things official and then went to squeeze through.

      “Cripes, this is tighter than a Goth’s nun’s grip,” I said, having flashbacks to a disastrous summer camp when I was nine. I got stuck between bark and door frame, even after I sucked in my tummy. Damn. I really should’ve stuck to that diet another week. With concentrated effort, I managed to push through, but I was fairly certain I’d shaved off a few layers of skin in the process. I dropped to one knee and wrapped an arm across my torso. “Whew,” I panted. “I made it. But let’s find an easier way out. Yes?”

      “You need better eyes, tailless,” Tolby said with amusement. I looked over and saw him come through a hole in the wall that had been obscured by a large patch of shoulder-high grass. “Perhaps then you wouldn’t need a plastic elegant.”

      “Elephant,” I corrected.

      “One strange name is the same as any other,” he said.

      The entry room we were in turned out to be fairly wide, but not that deep. The remains of a welcome desk sprawled across the center, or maybe it was a security check point, as there were a couple of non-functioning body scanners next to it. Wrapping both were countless green vines that reached up from the ground, though there were a few that dropped in from the ceiling.

      “Careful of the sacks,” Tolby said, pointing one out. What he directed my attention to were the blue and yellow, slightly translucent bulbs that hung from not only the vines, but branches and shrubs nearby, too.

      “What’s in them? Poison?”

      “Sometimes,” he said. “Sometimes acid. I saw one burst into a fine mist once. I didn’t bother giving it a whiff, but the creature that decided to nibble the plant beforehand went mad.”

      I blew out a tense puff of air and shied away from the nearest sack. “Eek. That’s one hell of a defense mechanism.”

      “There’s more to it than that,” he said. “These plants can be as aggressive as any hunter I’ve seen.” When I felt the color drain from my skin, Tolby grinned, twitched his ears, and added one last thing. “I told you this place was dangerous.”

      I nodded, but I had no intentions of backing out. “I know,” I said. “But I’m not leaving without that pocket watch. I don’t think you appreciate how much it can change my life.”

      “And how much will dying change it?” he asked.

      I laughed, conceding the point. “Yeah, well, you don’t seem worried.”

      “I’ve survived here for ten years,” he said. “I’m not worried about myself. Only you.”

      I gave him a bump with my hip. “I bet you say that to all the cute tailless girls.”

      “I suppose cute is relative,” he answered.

      “Hey!”

      “Come on,” he said, moving forward and beckoning for me to follow with a paw. “If there are other treasure hunters around, we don’t want to be here when they arrive.”

      “Yeah, I’d rather not get into a gunfight.”

      “Neither would I, but I suspect they won’t be as careful with the plant life as we will be,” he explained, pointing to the sacks. “I don’t want to be here if and when the chaos ensues.”

      “Good point.”

      We left the entry way and followed a wide hall with a rounded ceiling. Well, I guess it was rounded. It was hard to see, thanks to the web of vines and branches that covered it. The tunnel quickly darkened, but soon after I pulled out my flashlight, we entered an elongated subway station with two unsettling things of note.

      First, while there was indeed a subway train parked at the station, all three transport cars as well as the engine were covered in vines. Said vines then ran across the cracked, steel tile floor until they reached a portion where the ground had caved in. From that hole, I got such an overwhelming feeling that something sinister lived down there, I almost turned and ran. The overpowering stench of death coming from it didn’t help things, either.

      The second thing that gave me pause was the trio of lights set up. They each had been mounted on yellow tripods with plasti-steel frames, typical for construction—or in the case of my competitors, long excavations deep underground.

      “Damn it,” I whispered. “Someone’s here already.”

      “Four someones. No, check that,” Tolby said, sniffing the air. “Five.”

      Cautiously, we moved around the pit of doom, which I couldn’t help but glance in to. All I saw was darkness and phantom monsters swirling just beyond sight. If we could find another way out that didn’t involve us skirting it once more, all the better. At the far end of the station, we left via another hall. It, too, was lit up with portable lights, but it wasn’t devoid of others.

      About thirty meters away, standing by a large, cylindrical door thoroughly covered in plant matter, were Vardu and four of his grey-skinned cronies. They all wore crass looks upon their faces, but Vardu’s happened to be so intense, I thought he might have a coronary right then and there.

      “Any damn day you want to get here with those cutting torches, that would be great. I’m getting really sick of this smell,” he boomed, holding a communicator near his face. I couldn’t hear the reply, but whatever it was, it made his face go red. “I don’t want to hear how a plant crashed your speeder or how bad you feel. I want you back here with that gear. Now! This place won’t stay a secret forever.”

      Another reply, though this was shorter than the previous.

      Vardu groaned and pulled his hair so hard I’m surprised he didn’t lose some scalp in the process. “Twenty minutes?” he shouted. “You better be here in ten.”

      There was some more talk, but by that point, Tolby and I had retreated back to the station.

      “Tailless, I know I said it before, but we should leave,” Tolby whispered. “If they cut through those vines, there’s no telling what could happen.”

      I shook my head as I pulled a small tablet out of my satchel and set a timer. “His guy estimated twenty minutes,” I said. “We’ll stick around for ten. There’s got to be another way to get deeper into the lab. Any ideas?”

      Tolby grumbled. “Ten minutes. Not a minute more.”

      “Not a minute more.”

      “Swear to it on your ancestor’s honor,” he said.

      I held up my hand. Even if I found such a thing to be pointless, I tried to be as serious as I could. “I so swear. Trust me, with this expedition being blessed by the lucky elephant, we’ll be gone long before they get in. You’ll see.”

      Tolby and I scoured the subway station. Our search yielded nothing at first, but thanks to Tolby’s keen nose, we found a maintenance hatch that had been covered in grime and an extra helping of shadow. We spent a hot minute getting it to open, and once we did, we were treated to navigating a maze of low tunnels that housed electrical conduits and junction boxes.

      The first two exits we found we couldn’t open. But at the second one, we found a dirty, faded map on the wall. With it, we pinpointed where the main research lab was and decided to beeline for it. Our prize, most likely, would be in there or in the barracks. But to get to the barracks, we’d have to go through the lab anyway, so there you had it.

      Thankfully, the hatch to the lab opened with only a moderate amount of muscle that Tolby gladly provided. Once through, we entered a sprawling, kidney-shaped room.

      On the opposite side of the room, full-length, thick windows gave an ample view of a clean lab complete with sterile surface tops, ample storage, and a neighboring airlock with hazmat suits. The airlock leading in was still sealed, but it didn’t matter, as the lab was anything but clean. Vines and roots had intruded from both the floor and ceiling panels.

      The rest of the room we were in held much of the same. Tables stood in the center, laden with a dozen unfinished experiments. Several computers, some on the tables, others housed in banks along the walls, sat dark and quiet. The skeletons dressed in tattered clothes gave the place a nice, haunted feel. And I must say, I’m quite pleased that I barely jumped when my light swept over them.

      “These must be your scientists,” Tolby said.

      “Looks like it,” I replied, moving toward the nearest one. He clutched a clipboard in one hand, and it looked like there were the broken remains of a flask near the other. “They died mid-research?”

      “I imagine they were trying to find a cure for whatever plague afflicted them,” he said. “A good death if there ever was one.”

      I straightened, unsure if I’d heard right. “How’s that?”

      “They died with purpose,” he replied. “What more could you ask for?”

      “Not dying at all would be at the top of my list.”

      “Then that’s one list you’ll be sorely disappointed with.”

      A series of loud thumps filled the air, and then the lab brightened as old lights came to life. A few went right back to being dead as they popped with a shower of sparks.

      Tolby and I exchanged worried looks.

      “You didn’t flip any switches, did you?” I asked.

      “Of course not,” he said. “Those others must have restored the power.”

      “Great,” I said. “That probably means they’ll be here sooner rather than later.”

      “Then I suggest we scour this place quickly.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more. I darted over to the nearest skeleton, rifled his pockets, and checked him out from skullcap to phalanges, but no pocket watch. I did the same for Poor Sap™ two and Poor Sap™ three. They didn’t provide me with anything either, other than a solid amount of frustration and a half cup of worry that there wouldn’t be anything here at all worth a damn.

      “Check the clean room,” I said, pointing to it. “I’ll look in the lockers.”

      Without a word, Tolby ran inside and went to work. Likewise, I bolted to the lockers and ripped through each one like a kid tearing through presents on his birthday. I was rewarded with plenty. Socks. Lunch pail. Fire blanket. Dead tablet. Stacks of notebooks. Faded pictures. One even had a nice collection of vintage bobble heads that would’ve fetched a decent price way back when, but after the great bobble bubble collapse of ’23, you couldn’t even get a half credit for a dozen.

      On the third locker from the end, I hit the jackpot. The bottom of the locker had some crusty boots sitting on top of an even crustier change of clothes, but on the top shelf, sandwiched between a cast-bronze frog and a dozen faded comics sat a small, round, slightly tarnished pocket watch, complete with chain.

      “Oh. My. God.” I said, gently taking hold of it as if I were cradling a baby messiah. With shaky hands, I pressed the tiny button on the top, and the lid flipped open to the side. The face was immaculate, with a crisp white background and elegant, beautiful black hands. The inside of the lid held a simple inscription, Love G&G, and at the very top was the winding knob. I almost gave it a turn, as I was dying to see it work. But no, I couldn’t. Not here. Not before I made sure the interior parts wouldn’t break under sudden use.

      “Tolby,” I said, turning around and beaming brighter than a supernova. “We scored.”

      Tolby didn’t reply. His face was glued to a computer monitor inside the clean room.

      “What?” I asked, his worried look draining all gleeful thoughts of a future filled with fame and fortune.

      “These lab notes are…unsettling.”

      I stuffed the pocket watch into my satchel and hurried through the airlock and into the former clean room. At that point, Tolby directed my attention to a couple of lines, which I read out loud as my eyes scanned the text. “Samples from all of the sites share the exact genetic sequence, which means we’re dealing with one, gigantic organism. Not only is it enormous, but it’s conscious and able to defend its territory like nothing we’ve ever encountered before.”

      I could feel my face scrunch. “What’s he talking about?”

      “The plant,” Tolby said, his eyes flickering to some nearby vines.

      “This thing is big enough to cover the entire facility?” I asked.

      “More like the continent,” he replied. His claws danced across the touch screen and brought up a map with three-dozen sample sites, some more than a thousand kilometers away from the others. “Maybe more.”

      “Damn…” I said.

      “It gets worse,” he said, bringing up one more report. It was long, filled with lots of technical babble that fogged my brain trying to take it in, but the summary at the end was clear as day.

      “With the fifth iteration of the plague now sweeping through,” I read, “there is no doubt this mega-organism is refining its attack on us. As such, we cannot in good conscious recommend a lift of the quarantine for the foreseeable future.”

      I’m not sure how long I zoned out wrapping my brain around it all. Is that what had happened here? The colonists, doing what they did while settling, started hacking away at whatever plants were around, not realizing it was one big creature, and then paid the price when that creature retaliated? And cripes, if it existed for thousands of kilometers underground, there probably was nothing we could do to it anyway, other than make it mad. Hell, we probably couldn’t even do that. We were probably nothing more than a bad case of fleas and that plague was nothing more than flea powder.

      “Oh god,” I said as a new thought dawned on me. “They’re going to chop those roots to get in here.”

      “I know.”

      “And who the frapgar knows what they’re doing back at the main colony,” I said, my imagination running wild. “They’ve probably got all sorts of chopping, hacking, and burning going on.”

      Tolby grunted. “I know. So let’s get to your ship and dust off while we still can.”

      I exhaled a tense breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. “Yeah.”

      We’d barely stepped out of the clean room when the double doors leading out slid open. Vardu, plus a half-dozen lackeys, stood on the other side. They looked surprised to find us, as if they were spouses who’d come home a few hours early to find someone in their bed who shouldn’t be. Tolby and I, likewise, looked like we’d been caught red handed—which, I suppose we were.

      Guns were drawn on all sides. Six from them, one from us, that one being from Tolby. I’m no Doc Holiday, and I didn’t even think about drawing. I didn’t have the reflexes anyway, even if the notion had crossed my mind.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” Vardu said. With one hand, he kept his pistol trained on me, and with the other, he took his cigar out of his mouth and flicked the ash. “Find anything?”

      “No,” I lied.

      “The hand on your satchel says otherwise,” he said with a smirk. “Why don’t you set it on the table so I can take a look.”

      “How about no.”

      Vardu cocked his head while his goons behind him chuckled. “You’ve got a nice big kitty there, but I’m pretty sure we’ll win.”

      My lips pressed together in a thin line. I wanted to argue more, but Tolby shook his head and dropped his rifle a few degrees. “Go on,” he said. “It’s not worth dying for.”

      “Says you,” I grumbled. Okay, I was bitching, but I wasn’t going to admit it, at least not without complaining for the next month. This was so unfair. I put the satchel on the table in front of me and stepped away.

      Vardu snatched it up and peered inside. His face glowed. “Should’ve joined the crew,” he said with a disbelieving laugh. “Could’ve walked away with a quarter share, maybe even half if you’d shown us how to get in without having to cut our way through all that crap. Talk about annoying.”

      My gaze darted over his shoulder and beyond his men. At the other end of the hall, I could see the remains of plant on the floor. Then I happened to glance at the ceiling above him. A couple of sacks began to swell.

      “Tailless?” Tolby whispered.

      “I see it,” I replied, keeping as still as I could.

      “Good. Hold your breath.”

      It all happened so fast. The two sacks burst into a fine mist while at the same time, a thick vine wrapped around Vardu’s leg and yanked him back. He hit the ground face first, and my satchel went flying. I could hear his nose break on the metal floor. His men screamed, clutching their faces as smoke wafted from their skin. Vardu, on the ground and thus spared most of it, managed to twist in place and start shooting, but it didn’t do any good.

      One might say, it only made things worse.

      The vine dragged him rapidly down the hall as more sacks burst. A cloud of rolling, acidic death billowed in all directions, quickly overtaking everyone and everything—my satchel included.

      “Tailless! No!” Tolby shouted.

      Did I listen? No. Because here’s tip #5: Know when to go all in.

      And I did. Literally.

      I snatched the fire blanket out of the locker and used it as a shield to dart into the cloud, grab my satchel, and dart out before my skin sloughed off. I’d like to say I escaped unscathed, but I ended up with minor burns to my forearms and palm. Oh well, a little pain was a small price to pay.

      “You’re crazy, tailless,” Tolby said as we ran for the maintenance hatch.

      “Maybe,” I said with a grin. “But we’re ungodly rich now, too.”

      We zipped through the maze of tunnels. I dared a glance back to see that stupid cloud still coming toward us. Not exactly what I wanted to see. To top it off, since I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going, I managed to nail my head on a conduit, too. My scalp warmed, and I could feel blood run down the side of my face. A quick, tender touch to the area told me that while it was painful, at least I wasn’t leaking grey matter.

      A dozen bright lights in the ceiling illuminated the subway station when we got to it, which was the only good thing about the area. Clouds choked the way out, and vines continued to attack and pull Vardu closer to the pit where I swear I could hear a distinct gurgling.

      “Dakota!” he shouted. “Help!”

      I didn’t, mostly because I wasn’t sure what to do. Tolby on the other hand, sprung into action. He shouldered his rifle, and with four quick shots, he obliterated each vine that sought to drag Vardu to his doom. The man scurried toward us, practically running on all fours, breathless and terrified beyond belief.

      “Get in the train!” I ordered. “It might be our only chance.”

      “Does it even work?” he asked.

      “You flipped on the power, so hopefully,” I replied as we raced in.

      “Do you know how to drive?”

      I laughed. “Yeah. Find the throttle. Push it forward.”

      Tolby was the first to the engineer cabin. He took a brief survey of the controls before he went to work flipping this, pushing that, and making the command console do whatever. Things looked as if they were going our way until his face soured.

      “Emergency brakes are on,” he growled. “I need you to unlock them.”

      “How the hell do I do that?”

      “Breakers were tripped who knows how long ago,” he said, pointing to the screen. “You should be able to reset them near the back.”

      I took one quick look at the screen to memorize their location and ran for the last car. I tried not to pay attention to the dense fog approaching that promised a slow, painful end to my short career, and I had the brief inclination that we should just run down the tunnel. Course, it wouldn’t take much to stop us if we tried. But surely Mister Ginormous Plant Monster couldn’t stop a subway train at full speed, so I decided to stick it out in the train.

      I found the breaker box without difficulty. It had been mounted near the middle, next to one of the doors. Whoever put it there was even kind enough to clearly label the thing. Getting it open, however, was another matter. The stupid latch wouldn’t budge, no matter how much muscle I put into it or curses I threw at it.

      Thus, I did the only sensible thing. I whipped out my blaster and put a shot through the side.

      “Cripes, Dakota,” said Vardu. “You better not have blasted anything important.”

      The breaker box swung open, and to my delight, the only thing destroyed was that stupid, stubborn latch. I flipped the breakers as fast as I could, and the circuit board inside lit up like a winning slot machine at a Martian casino. A low hum filled the air, and I could feel the energy surging through the train.

      “I got it!” I screamed with delight.

      “Great job, tailless,” Tolby shouted from the front.

      The train started, but not near as fast as I’d have liked. It moved like an ancient beast groggy after spending the last millennia in slumber, which wasn’t too far from the truth. Large vines tore away from the cars, and as they did, a green mist sprayed out. At first, I was more concerned with the lethal cloud that was still billowing toward us, but then I heard the sizzle of metal being eaten away above and my worries changed.

      “Tolby?” I said, backing away, eyes fixated on the roof. “We might have a problem.”

      “What sort of problem?”

      “Those roots are spraying acid all over us,” I said. A portion of the ceiling melted away, and a yellowish goo fell to the floor. Said goo then ate its way through in a matter of seconds.

      “As long as the engine survives, we’ll make it out of here,” he said.

      Another portion of the ceiling disappeared, and at that point, I abandoned the car and ran into the next. This one, too, had issues when it came to structural integrity, but it didn’t seem as bad as the previous.

      “Remind me to never come here, ever again,” Vardu said. “I don’t care how many pocket watches they have.”

      “You and me both.”

      The train picked up more speed, and soon everything that was trying to kill us was left far behind. We had to be going a hundred kilometers an hour at that point, and though we were all but off the planet, I couldn’t relax. I started for the engineer cab, but I didn’t make it more than three steps. Tolby barreled out, fur bristling.

      “Strap in!” he bellowed. “The tracks are blocked!”

      I looked past him, and my breath disappeared. Ahead, I could see a light at the end of the tunnel, but it was small and warped, like something was choking it off.

      “Oh damn,” I whispered. Somehow I managed to jump into a seat. I fumbled with the belt, but long before I could insert tab A into slot B, the train plowed right into whatever was blocking our path.

      I bounced around the train car like a supercharged pinball as we burst through the blockade and into the light. Pieces of metal and wood filled the air. Thank the lucky elephant I had the wits to curl up and cover my head with my arms, because the tops of my forearms took a beating. The carriage hopped the rails, slid, and rolled once we were clear of the mountain.

      That wouldn’t have been too bad if the terrain had happened to be flat. Or at least, existing. As it turned out, whoever had designed this rail system had seen fit to run it across a deep gorge after it came out of the ground.

      Our car smashed through the guard rails on the bridge and fell off the edge.

      My heart jumped in my throat, and fright gripped me so hard, I couldn’t even scream.

      Pachyderms be praised, we only dropped a couple of meters before the car hung up on a section of the bridge. That said, we still ended up going vertical, and I fell a couple of meters before smacking into a bench.

      “Tailless, look out!” Tolby yelled.

      I twisted in time to see Vardu lose his grip on a metal bar and fall. He nearly took me out as he went by, but I managed to roll to the side.

      Vardu tumbled completely out of the car, but succeeded in getting a partial hold on a steel beam jutting from the undercarriage.

      “Help me up!” he cried. He glanced at the two-hundred-meter drop, and his face paled. He then adjusted his one-armed grip and looked like he was going to try and pull himself up when something caught his eye. In a flash, Vardu went from fearful to determined.

      My satchel hung not even a meter away, its strap tangled on a knobby vine. Vardu strained for it, but it was a few centimeters out of reach. I could see chords in his neck bulge as he tried again and again. His fingertips managed to graze the top, but that’s all the reward he got.

      “Tailless, get up here! That car is about to go, ” Tolby shouted. He stood at the edge of the bridge next to the remains of another car, looking helpless. “You’ve got to move. Now!”

      I tensed, knowing he was right, but I couldn’t go anywhere. Shifting my weight even the slightest made the bench I was on groan, and I feared I could easily upset the balance that miraculously kept the car perched where it was. “I don’t suppose there’s a rope up there?”

      Tolby glanced left and right. His eyes lit up when he spied something. His ears twitched, and he held up a claw. “A moment,” he said. “Don’t fall.”

      He disappeared, and I looked back to Vardu, who was still going for the satchel. “I can almost get it,” he said, focused so much on the object I doubt he saw anything else.

      “Vardu! Come on!” I called out.

      “I can reach it,” he replied. “I can reach it…”

      Vardu swung on the bar. The train car shifted an instant later, and we slid another half meter. Vardu lost his grip from the jolt and fell. Sadly, I bounced off my perch and tumbled down as well.

      Tolby’s feline nature must have rubbed off on me. I twisted in the air like any tossed cat. My hands and arms bounced off everything inside the train car as I desperately sought to catch myself. I ended up grabbing part of a hand rail with my foot, which was enough to slow me down so I could grasp a rung before I dropped into the gorge.

      Now I was the one who dangled outside the carriage, only this time, the satchel was even closer to me than it had been to Vardu. What were the chances of that? They had to be astronomical, or not so much when you considered Liam was looking out for me.

      “Tailless!” Tolby shouted.

      I looked up to see his panic-stricken face as he peered over the edge. In a flash he threw down a long cable. It ended up being a little short, but nothing I couldn’t scramble to once I had retrieved the pocket watch.

      “Hang on!” I called back. “I can still get it.”

      “Get the cable, tailless!”

      I nodded, but didn’t obey. An entirely new life, a better life, lay at my fingertips. I could own my own place. I could afford a decent ship. Hell, I could buy real milk…I only had to stretch—

      The train car groaned and slipped a centimeter.

      “Dakota,” Tolby said, his voice unnaturally calm. “Dakota, let it go.”

      My eyes met his. In them, I found the promise of a lifetime of friendship, and the spell the satchel held over me broke. Cursing at losing what could’ve been, I hoisted myself up using nothing but fingertips and toeholds until I could reach the cable. Then, with a short hop, I grabbed it in time for Tolby to lift me clear.

      I’d barely reached safety when the entire carriage tumbled off the bridge.

      And yes, I looked, and yes, it took the pocket watch with it.

      Damn. Damn. Damn.

      (Damn.)
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      With twenty thousand kilometers between us and Helios IX and free of customs and a hefty interrogation on what was going on planetside, I punched up the nav map to plot our next course. Well, it was more like to plot Tolby’s course to wherever he wanted to be dropped off. Once it was on display, I turned to the giant furball and waited for him to pick a star system.

      He didn’t.

      “I know I haven’t said much on this, but I don’t even know where to go,” he said, a great deal of sorrow in his voice. “I’m not sure it matters.”

      “I’m sure it’ll matter to your family,” I said, trying my best to sound upbeat and hoping it would rub off on him. It had to be weird to think about everything you missed after being gone for ten years and how hard it would be to rebuild a life. “Why don’t I drop you off wherever they are. I’m sure they’ll be happy to help. I promise I’ll come visit, too.”

      Tolby grunted. “That’s not possible.”

      “Why? I’ve got fuel. I’m not that broke.”

      “It’s just not.”

      I was going to pry more, but something in his tone told me he wouldn’t provide details. “Friends, then? Where’s your nearest bud?”

      He glanced across the cockpit as his tail flicked. “A little over a meter.”

      My heart warmed and a smile spread across my face. “Well…now that you said that,” I said. “I was thinking, since we’re even—”

      “Even? I’m pretty sure that’s two you owe me,” he said, holding up a pair of claws.

      I crossed my arms and huffed. “Two? No way!”

      “I saved you from that Hannan terror beast, and then I pulled you up after the train crashed,” he said. “As such, I’ve saved you twice.”

      “Yeah, and I gave you a ride off the killer planet, and…”

      Tolby cocked his head. “And?”

      “And I gave up a satchel worth bajillions!” I said with a sheepish grin. “Anywho, since we’re such a great team, I thought maybe you’d like to stick with me a bit.”

      “With you? Here?”

      I nodded. “I know the ship’s not much, but I think it’d be nicer with you in it.”

      “What about your elephant?” he asked, shooting the little piece of plastic an amused look. “Think he’ll mind?”

      “Nah,” I said. “If anything, he’d insist.”

      “How’s that?”

      “He’s the reason I found you,” I said with total sincerity. “Couldn’t have done it without his blessings, obviously. So if anything, we’d be tempting fate not to team up.”

      Tolby laughed and swatted my shoulder playfully with his paw. “Alright Dakota,” he said. “Tell me about this next stop you have in mind, and it better not involve you risking life and limb.”

      “Me risk life and limb? Never,” I said, shooting him an impish grin. “All we have to do is zip through a pirate-infested system, land on a toxic planet, find a lost ship, and bring home the goods before good old Grimmy takes us to the afterlife. What do you say?”

      “I don’t know who this Grimmy is, but I think you’re going to need a whole family of lucky elephants to pull that off.”

      I popped over behind his seat, wrapped my arms around his big, furry neck and squeezed. “I’ve got you. You’re worth at least ten lucky elephants.”
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      Conference rooms galaxy-wide were all the same.

      Windowless, gray-white walls, ceilings, and floors. One long, steel-topped table in the center of the space, ten seats to a side because centuries earlier someone had determined that nothing ever got resolved if there were more than twenty participants. The twenty seats adjusted to fit every size and body type–not all attendees were humanoid.

      The foot of the table held a non-adjustable seat for the translator. Today that seat was filled by Thalia, a young, attractive, ebony-skinned female with bright green eyes and a recent attitude problem.

      The opposite end had no seat because the head of any table was the position of power and everyone at a conference table had to be equal. At least that’s what the galaxy Tribunal had intended when they designed what surely had to be the dullest rooms ever created.

      Thalia wondered, not for the first time, if there had been an ulterior motive to the room’s bland design. Perhaps they were intended to bore the participants into finishing their negotiations in a timely manner so they could get the hell out of there. Time was money for the Tribunal. They got paid for the use of the conference rooms and the use of their translators who facilitated the meetings.

      Unfortunately the bland design wasn’t working on the current group. They’d been at it for two half-cycles with no sign of coming to a resolution.

      Drumming her long, elegant fingers on her thighs below the tabletop where they couldn’t be seen, Thalia studied the other attendees with barely concealed disgust.

      Translators were genetically engineered for an aptitude with languages as well as for their calm, neutral demeanor no matter how frustrating the circumstances. These traits made them ideal negotiators. They were accepted by every known species in the galaxy and were in constant demand. They were also the major source of credits for the Tribunal’s treasury.

      At the moment Thalia’s carefully selected genes were letting her down. She didn’t know how to fix the current impasse in negotiations and frustration had settled in like an unwelcome guest at a family dinner. In her five year career–a career with a one hundred percent success record–she had never faced such unreasonable, stubborn idiots.

      The Motomaks and the Crenicians were not even a tiny millimeter closer to an agreement than they had been on day one. War threatened, and with it the annihilation of entire worlds in their quadrant.

      Thalia couldn’t understand why reaching an agreement was proving to be so difficult. It was almost as if the two parties wanted to go to war even though war meant great economic loss to both parties. It made no sense.

      She began to tap one booted toe in addition to her drumming fingers.

      A lone Zabolov, the representative for the object of the dispute, sat quietly in the seat farthest from Thalia’s left. Small in stature, with moon-white skin and incredibly strong six-fingered hands, the Zabolov had yet to speak.

      She wasn’t surprised by his silence. The Zabolovs were miners who lived in and worked the mountains that separated the large settlements of the Motomak and Crenician empires. They sold their mined products on the open market with little fanfare and managed to remain largely unknown.

      Thalia figured the rep at the table was light years out of his comfort zone.

      She observed the three Motomaks on her right through half-lowered eyelids. Broad-shouldered, muscular and leather-skinned, with ears pinned tight to their skulls and flat noses, they looked like brawlers. And they were. Fighting came as naturally to the Motomaks as breathing. They had subdued a number of lesser civilizations with ease and now the Motomak Empire stretched through a great swath of the quadrant.

      On the opposite side of the table sat three Crenicians. Their society was one of great wealth focused on the arts. Tall, slim, elegant in looks and dress, they had an even wider reach than the Motomaks. They ensured their safety from all would-be invaders (the Motomaks in particular) by employing a large portion of their wealth to purchase the latest techno-weaponry along with an army to wield it.

      Despite their elegant, gentle appearance the Crenicians seemed as eager for war as the Motomaks did, a fact that had brought the current negotiations to a standstill.

      Until recently, the two empires had somehow found a way to coexist in relative peace. Unfortunately they both wanted to lay claim to the recent Zabolov discovery.

      “We have been at this for two half-cycles,” Thalia reminded the group, striving to keep her impatience out of her voice. She forced her fingers and toe to still. “There must be concessions on both sides for an agreement to be reached. Surely you understand that.”

      “We are willing to sell a limited portion of the energy our power plants produce to the Crenicians.” The largest Motomak spoke in a jarring roar that sounded like cascading boulders to Thalia’s sensitive ears.

      His companions nodded and rumbled their agreement.

      “And we would also be willing to sell a limited, but perhaps a greater amount, of the energy our power plants produce to the Motomaks.” The Crenicians spoke with light, almost sing-song voices.

      Despite the more pleasant delivery the message was the same. Both parties had made the same offers in the exact same words every day for the previous two half-cycles.

      Thalia resumed her finger drumming. Translator clones had notoriously short life spans–fifteen years max–before they burnt out and were destroyed. Until her current assignment she hadn’t understood why that was the case. Negotiations weren’t high level physics. You hammered out compromises until an agreement was reached. Simple. She was beginning to realize she had been fortunate in her career thus far.

      “Those are the exact same offers you each have made since we first met,” Thalia reminded them through clenched teeth. “And I will again say that perhaps sharing equally in the Zabolov’s find would be a better solution.”

      “No.”

      “No.”

      The Crenicians and Motomaks glared at each other and then looked at her with narrowed eyes. Thalia noticed that the Zabolov appeared to be asleep. She wondered what was going on inside his brain. Did he realize that a war between the Motomaks and the Crenicians would destroy his home and wipe out his people?

      He must. The Zabolovs lived on a chain of mountains that separated the two. Why wasn’t he more concerned?

      It was time to regroup. Even the dullest wit could see they were getting nowhere. Thalia stood and placed her hands flat on the table.

      “We will take a break. Please contact your ruling councils and tell them you need more to offer to break this stalemate. We’ll meet back here in five kiloseconds. Let’s make a real effort and get this done so we can all get back to our lives.”

      She strode from the room without looking back and went straight to her temporary quarters which were every bit as uninspiring as the conference room. The tiny box of a room held a narrow shelf covered with a thin pad to sleep on, an ancient auto-chef, and a tiny privacy corner with a wash/dry tube and toilet.

      The entire space was done up in the same insipid white-gray as the conference room. The only relief from the monotony was the small, round porthole that linked to the outside world, showing the planet beneath them once every revolution of the space station. If she pressed her cheek to the viewport and craned her neck she could see the gently spiraled curves of the station rising above her.

      “Stubborn fools.” Thalia programmed the room’s auto-chef for water, cracked the tube and drank it down. Cold and tainted with a faint metallic taste, the water helped soothe the rawness of her throat. Speaking languages like Motomak was tough on her vocal cords.

      She had never faced such a difficult negotiation before where neither party would budge from their original position. Negotiation was a game of give and take, of compromising until each party gained some of what they wanted and gave up some of what the opposition wanted.

      She didn’t know how to break the impasse. All of her suggestions had been shot down almost as soon as they had left her lips.

      She brooded over the situation until her comm link buzzed on her wrist. Checking the screen she saw that the Tribunal was calling. She had honestly expected them to contact her before this. They wouldn’t be happy with the situation–even less so with her performance as it was the translator’s responsibility to bring every negotiation to a successful conclusion.

      She dreaded taking the call but she had no choice. Taking a deep breath, she steeled herself for the conversation to come. Smoothing her face into the blandest expression she could muster, Thalia answered the call.

      “Thalia.” She immediately cringed at her gaffe.

      The face on the screen scowled at her. White hair, white robe, dull brown eyes and pale skin, the caller’s disapproval hummed through the ether.

      “Translator, report.” The voice sounded thin and reedy, the tone brisk.

      Thalia caught the unspoken scold. They weren’t allowed names, the genetically engineered clones who were trained as translators and negotiators. They were given numbers upon birthing, the only tag that admitted they were individuals. Even the Tribunal needed a way to differentiate one clone from another.

      The Tribunal treated them as interchangeable units, one step up from droids, unable to possess property or credits and therefore little more than unpaid slaves who were worked until they burnt out.

      Thalia possessed two uniforms, nothing more. She went where she was sent and worked as directed. For the first few years that had been enough. She did what she’d been trained to do and never questioned her life as a translator clone.

      But as she performed her duties, each encounter, every challenge and experience, every being she developed a relationship with, began to change her. She learned to think outside the matrix she had been schooled to use to govern her actions and words. She began to grow into an individual with thoughts and feelings and ideas. And now she wanted more from her life.

      Much more.

      “Translator, I asked for a report.”

      Thalia focused on the Tribunal member’s face. “No agreement reached yet, sir. I’ve sent them to speak with their ruling councils again to request more concessions.”

      “You’ve been there for two half-cycles, T564. That should be more than enough time to negotiate a deal.”

      “Under normal circumstances I would agree with you, sir. The stakes are unusually high in this case, however. Whoever controls the newly discovered algae will have a nearly unlimited biofuel supply for centuries to come. Both parties realize that and badly want to control it.”

      “You have point one megasecond to bring them to an agreement, T564.” The link went dead.

      The Tribunal member hadn’t said the words, but Thalia fully understood the threat. Translators weren’t allowed to fail. If a translator couldn’t do the job the Tribunal didn’t get paid. The translator was designated of no further value to the Tribunal and had no reason to exist.

      Failure meant a return to the cloning lab and reabsorption into the system. T564 would cease to exist–executed and broken down into nutrients for the next group of clones. She had roughly one day to either succeed or be terminated.

      Thalia stared out the tiny viewport and went over her options. If she operated within Tribunal guidelines there was nothing more for her to do. She could only wait until she met with the three parties again.

      As things stood, the Motomaks and the Crenicians would not reach an agreement. If she did nothing she would be terminated. But to act outside the conference room was punishable by termination. She was dead either way.

      Thalia considered the situation for several long minutes, then hurried from her room and caught a glide to the space station’s upper levels where the Motomaks and Crenicians were housed. Speaking with the parties involved in a negotiation outside of the conference room was strictly prohibited by Tribunal Law but she felt she had little choice. They had to reach an agreement. Her life depended on it.

      If she was successful the Tribunal would never learn of her disobedience.

      The space station was an older style with a long hollow tube that gradually widened as it spiraled around a large, vertical central core from bottom to top. The core housed the environmental systems and lifts. The layers of spirals housed everything else from private state rooms to the dining halls to the various crew’s quarters with a shuttle bay at the very top.

      Thalia decided to speak with the Motomaks first. She stood outside the door to their suite, praying no one would happen along and see her while she waited for admittance. When the state room door slid open she quickly stepped inside.

      “Thank you for seeing me.” She bowed her head to show her respect.

      “Your behavior is highly unusual, Translator. We were curious.”

      The Motomaks’ suite was a far cry from her own barren space. The walls displayed moving holos of their homeland. The comfortably padded furnishings were large enough to accommodate their bulky bodies and colorful, the multiple viewports large as well. An open door in the opposite wall showed a string of connecting rooms filled with color.

      All three Motomaks were gathered in the room. They had been taking refreshments from trays filled with delicate cakes and neatly sliced pieces of fruit that covered the top of a central table. Steaming pots of liquid sat in front of each Motomak and the smell of aromatic herbs permeated the room.

      They watched her expectantly while they sipped their tea from surprisingly delicate cups.

      Thalia cleared her throat. She had not expected to find the Motomaks partaking in such a polite and refined activity and it threw her off. She wished she had taken the time to prepare what she needed to say instead of rushing here in a near panic after the Tribunal’s call.

      “I am concerned about the lack of progress in the negotiations.” She began slowly while she searched for the right words. “I wish to press home the necessity that we must find a way to reach a compromise, a position we can use to begin to hammer out a deal between you and the Crenicians. One where you both get what you want.” She folded her hands in front of her and waited for their answer.

      “The Crenicians are powerful. If we cede control of the algae to them they will eventually crush us.” The Motomak leader waved his free hand. “Surely you can see that.”

      “I understand your concern. Nevertheless, please ask your ruling council to consider a joint ownership of the algae. That way neither of you will be able to crush the other. Thank you for your time. I will see you in the conference room shortly.”

      Thalia took her leave and hurried to the Crenicians’ quarters on the opposite side of the station. The two parties were housed on the same level so there could be no complaints about unequal treatment but wisely kept apart.

      Contrary to her expectations her visit to the Crenician suite was far less pleasant. To her surprise, the Crenicians’ refreshments consisted of raw meat and a sour-smelling brew. A non-meat eater herself, the unpleasant, metallic smell of blood mixed with the sickly sweetish odor of rotting flesh filled Thalia’s nostrils and made her stomach roil.

      She made the same speech to the Crenician reps and escaped as quickly as possible.

      Back in her own quarters she spent the remainder of the hour and a half staring out the view port, watching the planet come back into sight as the station turned slowly on its axis while she mulled over her predicament. By that same time tomorrow she could very well be terminated–all because of the stubborn greed of the Motomaks and the Crenicians. The knowledge filled her with an angry despair.

      Had she done everything she could to save the situation?

      She carefully examined each conversation that had taken place from the beginning of the negotiations, comparing them to the matrix.

      She had stated the facts clearly and logically.

      She had made no impossible demands.

      She had pointed out the benefits of a compromise to both parties.

      There was nothing more she could have done. Nothing more she could do. Unless she deviated from the matrix.

      Slowly an idea began to take shape in her mind as she watched the planet below pass out of view and the stars take its place.

      It was a risk. A great risk that came with undreamed of rewards. Could she pull it off? The concept was so outrageous she could barely draw a breath. More important, did she possess the courage?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thalia could have easily predicted the conversation when the parties drew together again in the conference room. Despite her personal plea, neither the Crenicians nor the Motomaks brought anything new to the table. They wanted what they wanted and they weren’t willing to compromise. Neither party was willing to share the biofuel source.

      She listened quietly while they relayed the message from their ruling councils. This time she saw more when she looked at them, however. Before seeing the Motomaks in their personal quarters, she had thought of them as uncouth, barbaric brutes. It had surprised her to learn that they enjoyed the finer, more refined things their civilization had to offer.

      She also knew that the Crenicians were not the more highly evolved beings she had assumed them to be. The smell of carrion she had noticed during their previous meetings had come from the Crenician bodies, not the Motomaks as she had originally thought.

      Another lesson learned. Never make assumptions until you have all the facts.

      Her gaze took in the Zabolov, still sitting quietly. Would he prove to be a surprise as well?

      She let the Motomaks and Crenicians restate their exact same demands without interference, then dismissed them. They filed out of the conference room in silence, each party convinced they would win the negotiation. When the silent Zabolov stood to leave Thalia stopped him.

      “Zabolov, could you stay behind, please?” Thalia waited for the door to close behind the others before she spoke again. “You understand the situation and what it means to your people?” she asked.

      “Yes, Translator.” The expression in the Zabolov’s pale blue eyes never changed. He looked neither interested nor worried. His voice was pleasant, pitched low and smooth.

      Thalia drummed her fingers on the tabletop, then stood abruptly and walked to the door of the conference room. “Let’s take a walk. I need a change of scenery.”

      The Zabolov inclined his head slightly and rose from his seat. “As you wish, Translator.”

      “Do you have a name, Zabolov?”

      A flicker of surprise passed through the Zabolov’s pale eyes. “Yes, Translator. I am Zimmian.”

      “Great. Please call me Thalia, Zimmian. We need to have a talk.”

      She led Zimmian into the bowels of the orbiting station, guiding him down glides and lifts until they reached its lowest level. She had wandered down there a few days before after a particularly frustrating meeting and had discovered a large empty space completely encircled with viewports.

      As the station rotated slowly on its axis it alternately brought into view the planet below and the vast galaxy beyond, a view she found both inspiring and mildly depressing. In this room with its circle of viewports one could look at whatever one wished. She waited to see what the Zabolov would choose.

      While she watched him she wondered what his life was like. What would it be like to have a home planet? To have family and friends? To belong somewhere? Or to travel to a place because one wished to and not because one had been sent and actually get to see the place? Her entire life had been spent either on space stations or traveling between the stations on Tribunal star cruisers.

      Zimmian stepped up to a viewport currently looking down on the Zabolov people’s home–a long chain of mountains that snaked from one pole of the planet to the opposite pole. He reached out one hand and pressed it against the view port.

      Thalia followed and stood beside him. “Would you like to go home, Zimmian?”

      Those pale blue eyes that reminded Thalia of the two moons of Grimlan looked at her and blinked away a sheen of tears. “Yes. I want to go home to my family. We are miners, Thalia, not space travelers. I am like a blind cave dweller thrust into a sunny desert. I do not belong here.”

      “You haven’t said much over the last two half-cycles.”

      Zimmian shrugged. “What can I say that will make a difference? The Motomaks and the Crenicians rule the planet and much beyond. They believe the Zabolovs are at their mercy.”

      That was an interesting comment. Did he mean that his people were not at their mercy? Thalia decided to probe. “Are you saying the Zabolovs have nothing to fear from the Crenicians and Motomaks?”

      A small smile passed over Zimmian’s face. “We mind our business and take no sides and they allow us to live our lives in peace because they are not miners and do not like the mountains. They have no idea of how we live and what we do. I assure you we are in no danger from them no matter what they may believe.”

      Thalia took a deep breath and let it out, praying that what she intended to do would work. “If no compromise is reached there will be war between the Motomaks and Crenicians that could spread beyond this planet. I have a plan, Zimmian. One that could save many lives and preserve the peace. It will also give the Zabolovs great power. But I need your help to pull it off.”

      Zimmian studied her for a long moment. “How did you come by your name, Thalia?”

      It wasn’t the response she had been expecting and it took her a few moments to answer. She turned away from Zimmian and stared out the viewport without seeing what lay beyond.

      “Translators are often used to negotiate marriage contracts,” she began. “Not long ago I was assigned to a negotiation that would have united two monarchies. The ruler of one bargained for marriage to the young daughter of the other ruler.”

      Thalia had to stop speaking to swallow the lump in her throat. She still felt a great deal of pain over what she considered her greatest failure even though the Tribunal hadn’t blamed her.

      “Forced to give up the one she loved, the daughter, Princess Thalia, took her own life rather than face a future married to a grim and sadistic man many decades older. I was devastated.” She turned her head and found Zimmian watching her closely, his eyes sympathetic.

      “And so I took Thalia’s name to remind me that no creature should be treated like a pawn.”
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      Early the next day Thalia sat at her customary spot at the foot of the conference room table. This was her last day. If she failed to get the parties to reach an agreement the Tribunal would recall her and end her life. It wasn’t a pleasant thought. She hadn’t slept well, going over her plan time and again, looking for loopholes and weak points.

      While her body fairly hummed with excitement and her stomach roiled in anticipation, she kept her face carefully schooled to show nothing of the turmoil she felt inside. Too much rode on what she accomplished this day–not just for the parties at the table but for her personally as well.

      She waited until everyone had settled before asking if the Motomaks had anything new to bring to the negotiations. When they said no she turned to the Crenicians and asked the same thing.

      “No, Translator. We have made our final offer. We consider it fair and just.”

      Thalia nodded and folded her hands on the table top. “As I expected. In that case you have left me no choice. I am bringing a third party into the negotiations.”

      She enjoyed a moment of inward glee when she saw the expressions of alarm on the Motomak and Crenician faces. If they hadn’t been so damn greedy, so focused on getting all or nothing, she wouldn’t be doing this. A large part of her secretly rejoiced at their greed because of the unexpected opportunity it had provided.

      “Since you cannot agree on how to share the newly discovered resource, I am informing you that the Zabolovs have decided to control the distribution of the algae themselves,” she continued.

      The Motomaks and Crenicians turned stunned faces toward Zimmian who studiously ignored them.

      “I’m sure you will agree that this is the right answer to the impasse. And since the Zabolovs are not only the ones who discovered the algae, but they also mine it, it stands to reason that they should treat it like any other product they produce and distribute it on the open market.

      “The Zabolovs have asked me to negotiate fair terms for the price and distribution of the algae.” She smiled brightly at the unbelieving expressions on the faces of the Motomaks and Crenicians. “So, shall we get started?”

      “We will crush the Zabolovs.” The largest Motomak clenched one meaty hand into a fist and pounded it on the table while he stared at Zimmian who continued to pay him no attention. “We will crush them into dust. Annihilate them.”

      Thalia shook her head. “No, you will not. Your people are not miners, Motomak. You need the Zabolovs to pull the algae from the ground for you.”

      “Then we will fight them until we control them. We will block their supply routes until they beg us for mercy.” If the Motomak had sounded like crashing boulders before, his voice now sounded like a mountain avalanche.

      The lead Crenician spoke up before Thalia could reply. “We cannot allow that, Motomak. If you try to control the Zabolovs, and therefore the mining of the algae, we will be forced to fight you.”

      They glared at each other across the table. Fortunately the table was too wide for them to reach each other or Thalia felt sure they might have gone for each other’s throats.

      “If you go to war over the algae you will only annihilate each other,” she pointed out. “I suggest you retire to your quarters and consider the Zabolov’s proposal. Speak to your ruling councils and meet back here in two kiloseconds. I promise you the Zabolov terms will be fair and both of you will get what you need from these negotiations–a new biofuel source and no war.”

      The six attendees filed out in silence. Zimmian looked at Thalia with admiration clear in his eyes.

      “You did it, Thalia,” he said softly. “My people never considered standing up to either the Motomaks or the people of Crenicia. You have given us a way to not only openly retain power over our own lives but to share the biofuel source with anyone. We owe you a great deal.”

      “They’ll return shortly with their answers, but I agree with you, Zimmian. They really have no choice in the matter. If either of them try to rule your people the other will wage war on them. The Zabolovs will be protected by their greed.”

      “It is a brilliant solution. Absolutely brilliant. My people will be happy to pay your price.”

      Zimmian’s sentiment gave Thalia a warm glow. She wasn’t used to hearing praise directed at her. In fact, she had never been praised before. She liked the way it made her feel. Most important, the Zabolovs were willing to pay her price. She took a deep breath and looked down at the table so Zimmian wouldn’t see how important this was to her.

      When the Motomaks and Crenicians returned to the table they gave their grudging agreement to the Zabolov’s proposal. The remainder of the negotiations passed quickly.
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      “Are you ready, Thalia?”

      It was deep in the middle of the sleep cycle. The Motomaks and the Crenicians had departed the station for the planet’s surface immediately after the agreements had been signed and witnessed.

      Thalia knew that Zimmian was anxious to get back to his precious mountains as well, but he had kept his word to her. She hadn’t been sure he would as what he was about to do was against galaxy law.

      Zimmian accompanied Thalia to the shuttle bay where a small shuttle awaited. He handed her a slip of paper. “This is your credit account, opened anonymously as you requested. Memorize it and destroy the paper. Ten thousand credits have been deposited into it.”

      “Ten thou–” Thalia couldn’t keep her stunned surprise from showing. She shook her head. “Zimmian, that’s far too many credits. I only requested one thousand.”

      The skin surrounding Zimmian’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “True. But my ruling council is grateful for what you have done for us. They wished to show their gratitude to you and we can well afford it.”

      Thalia swallowed the lump in her throat. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “You’ll need this as well.” He handed her a cloth bag.

      Surprised and puzzled, Thalia peeked into the bag. It contained a blue skinsuit.

      “You need to dump the translator uniform here, as well as your wrist unit. They both contain trackers.”

      Thalia didn’t question Zimmian. She quickly stripped out of her uniform and put on the skinsuit. Then she dumped both her uniforms and her wrist unit in a nearby recycler, waiting until a quiet beep told her they had been reduced to molecule-sized bits.

      Zimmian gestured toward the waiting shuttle. “My shuttle will take us to our nearest ore transport ship where I will pay a short visit. They have been notified to expect an anonymous passenger. The ore ship will stop at several planets outside this quadrant. You may choose where you will disembark. After that you will have to find your own way. I wish you the best of luck, Thalia, and hope to see you again one day.”

      Thalia gave Zimmian a watery smile, clasped the slip of paper that meant her freedom tightly to her chest, and followed him into the shuttle that would take her into her future.
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      Hacker Kaida Winters is used to bending the rules, but when her shady employer takes on a secretive shipment, Kaida gets in over her head trying to unveil the mysterious cargo.
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      Sneaking off work should have been fun, but Kaida Winters was more worried about the problem eating away at her sleep than the janitorial schedule.

      Wearing her favorite purple trainers and vintage rock t-shirt instead of her work uniform, she crept along the corridor toward the mess hall, keeping her head down so she wouldn’t get pulled into a conversation with anyone she passed. There weren’t many people on the space hauler Navis, about fifty or so – just enough to keep it flying—but that’s exactly why she tried to avoid small talk. Nothing ever changed, so conversations were the same day after day, and nothing but a time suck from what she really wanted to do.

      And ever since their last stop, the crew had been on edge, and Kaida didn’t know why. The mystery was gnawing on her like a puppy with a chewed-up bone.

      She tried not to care, tried to remember that no matter how much she hated being a janitor on a dirty hauler, she just needed to keep her head down until she was eighteen and could get a real job.

      Not that Kaida’s current company knew she was only sixteen. She’d hacked her documentation when she’d applied for the job. But a more reputable employer would be harder to fool. Chances were, the company knew she was a minor but chose not to ask any questions. They had a history of hiring illegal workers. Sure, the old ship had a few cleaning bots, but there was nothing like barely paying underage teens or criminals to work long hours do everyone’s bidding. In exchange, Kaida received a tiny stipend to go with her bunk bed and locker.

      But it was better than living on the streets on some dirty planet.

      “Winters,” a woman’s voice called from behind.

      Kaida cringed and pretended not to hear her last name.

      “Winters,” the woman said more insistently.

      Kaida straightened her back and turned to face First Officer Sheryl Owens, a bitter-looking woman with a knack for making Kaida’s life miserable.

      “What, are you pretending to be deaf now?” Owens asked.

      “No, ma’am.” Kaida lied smoothly, maintaining eye contact.

      As usual, Sheryl Owens looked like she didn’t believe Kaida, even when the teen was telling the truth.

      Owens leaned in, forcing Kaida to back away until her head hit a cold metal bulkhead. The officer’s teeth flashed white in the dim corridor lighting. “I know you’re up to something, Winters. Do you know anything about Shytles and Macafee’s schedules today?”

      Kaida shrugged. “I know they’re working, aren’t they? Otherwise, I would be on a shift right now.”

      “But yesterday,” Owens continued, “they weren’t on the schedule. They came to me personally to complain. And it seems this isn’t the first time it’s happened.”

      Kaida scoffed. “Then why aren’t you talking to the duty officer? He obviously messed up.”

      Owens hissed, her annoyance showing on her face as she leaned closer. Kaida wrinkled her nose at the woman’s bad breath. “I did talk to him,” Owens said, “but he assures me that he didn’t change anything.”

      Kaida shrugged. “So, he’s lying.”

      “Now you’re accusing a ranking officer of lying?”

      Kaida tread carefully here. Owens had spent some time in the Marines although there was talk she’d been dishonorably discharged. Sometimes, she tried to run the ship as if she was still in the service. It would have been fine if the ship hadn’t been full of rejects and ne’er-do-wells from around the system.

      “I’m only suggesting,” Kaida said calmly, “that perhaps he forgot he changed it and didn’t want to admit it. But what do I know? I’m just a lowly janitor. Now, it really is my day off, ma’am, and I’m pretty hungry.”

      Owens pointed a finger in Kaida’s face, so close that Kaida thought the older woman was going to pick her nose. “If I get a whiff of insubordination from you or even a rumor that you’ve broken company rules, you’ll be dropped off at the next planet without any severance or means of communication. Is that clear?”

      Kaida didn’t need a means of communicating as she didn’t have anyone to communicate with. But she tried to look contrite because the last thing she wanted was to be abandoned on some backwater planet. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She tried to maintain eye contact with Owens, who scowled but allowed the teen to slip away. There was no way Owens knew what Kaida had done or how she had done it. And unless Kaida made a stupid error, the first officer would never find out.

      Pretending to head for the mess, Kaida made sure Owens wasn’t following before stopping near an emergency evacuation tunnel. She glanced around to make sure the coast was clear, knowing that this was a blind spot in the camera system. Not a soul in sight. She smiled, already feeling lighter from the thought of solitude. Pulling the panel out via the lever, she slipped inside. Once within the walls of the ship, Kaida climbed down exactly eight rungs of the ladder before turning and pulling a pin out of a panel of sheet metal. It swung to the side, and she climbed into a space between two sections of the ship, swinging the panel closed and replacing the pin from the inside.

      It was cramped, and when Kaida sat cross-legged, her knees brushed the walls. She reached inside a nearby cubby and pulled out a pair of purple glasses - to match her favorite trainers - and put them on. Immediately, a stream of data began scrolling in front of her left eye as she crawled farther down the tunnel.

      “Good morning, Kaida,” said her homemade AI’s robotic voice.

      “Hey Russ, anything to report?”

      “Just the usual,” Russ responded.

      “Of course,” she sighed with disappointment. “I don’t know why I even ask.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Sassy,” Kaida said with a chuckle.

      “What do you expect?” Russ asked. “You programmed me.”

      At the end of the tunnel, Kaida pulled another pin and crawled through another piece of swinging sheet metal, replacing it behind her. Standing and stretching, she glanced around the space. A handful of monitors were mounted on the wall in front of a wheeled stool. Wires ran into the room from every direction, and a solid black band sat on a nearby shelf.

      It had taken her months to find this place. Perfectly sandwiched between the galley bulkhead and the upper crew deck, Kaida’s sanctuary was an accident of engineering. When the ship had been built, someone had messed up the plans to the crew quarters and shorted one of the lavatories. The unused space wasn’t on any ship blueprints or schematics, and Kaida had only found it by exploring the evacuation tunnels and ventilation systems. She was skinny and limber, able to go places most other people couldn’t, and that often worked out to her advantage. Like in this case.

      She slid her hand into the band until it was resting comfortably on her wrist. With the push of a button, a virtual keyboard displayed in front of her. The screens around her changed as she flipped through the security feeds, looking for anything of interest.

      Movement caught her eye, and she froze two of the screens. “Looks like Mrs. Whitman is sneaking off to steal supplies again. And Mr. Whitman is having his normal rendezvous with Ms. Iberry.”

      “Tsk, tsk,” Russ said. “And what are you going to do about it this time?”

      Kaida sat back, dwelling on Russ’ question before she pulled up the schedule. “I suppose I’ll put Mr. Whitman on inventory and Mrs. Whitman on laundry duty. As for Ms. Iberry… well, I could go for another day off from janitorial duty. Sleep with trash, clean up trash. Seems fair.”

      Russ cleared his throat in a passable imitation of a human. “Wouldn’t it be easier to send evidence to the other party instead of trying to help them catch each other?”

      “I could, but then they’d know someone was watching. Anyway, now that that’s done, it’s time to get to the real work. Have you had any luck cracking the passcode to Storage Bay One?”

      “Unfortunately not. I’ve attempted 1,834,982 combinations with no luck. My program is still running as we speak with approximately three hundred attempts every two minutes.”

      “Alright.” Kaida pouted. “Keep trying. I’m dying to know what’s in there. This is the first load I haven’t been able to figure out, and it’s killing me.”

      “Your vitals are at normal levels, so I believe your assessment is incorrect.”

      “Figuratively, Russ. Figuratively.”

      First Officer Owens had been correct; Kaida was up to something, but it wasn’t as much about her janitorial duties as it was finding dirt on the ship’s command. Kaida knew they were dirty, and not just their teeth. There had been some questionable cargoes the last few runs, and while that wasn’t wholly unexpected on a ship like this, Kaida couldn’t figure out what had the upper ranks so eager to land.

      But she had a good hunch that the mystery hinged on what was in Storage Bay One.

      Kaida ran through various command prompts until a visual representation of the security system’s firewall appeared on the lens of her glasses. She puffed up her cheeks with a long exhale. Her timing needed to be perfect. The ship’s security scans ran every seven minutes, and if she started right after the scan, she might make it through the defenses.

      That was always her hope, anyway. So far, it hadn’t worked out for Storage Bay One. If it had been any of the other bays, Kaida could have sqeezed through a ventilation shaft to physically look inside. However, the insidious firewall programming had sealed all vents, doors, and access panels. Whatever was inside was practically hermetically sealed in.

      Which only intrigued Kaida more.

      The scan initiated, then completed, and Kaida got to work. Her fingers flew as she entered command after command, peeling back the layers of the firewall. It didn’t take her more than two minutes to reach where she left off the previous day. A quick twirl of her hand and pop of her wrist and she was off again.

      “Trying something new today. Hopefully, it will work,” she muttered.

      “Doubtful,” Russ replied.

      “That’s not helping.”

      “If you wanted help, you should have built a better AI.”

      “I could always shut you down and start over from scratch.”

      Kaida waited for a response and smirked when one didn’t come. “That’s what I thought.”

      She let out another frustrated sigh as her commands led her in a loop back to where she started. And then she was out of time.

      “I’m picking up something on the sensors,” Russ said. “A ship.”

      Kaida frowned. “That’s weird. The course we’re on shouldn’t intercept any normal trade routes.”

      “The ship appears to be hailing the Navis.”

      She quickly backed out of her attempt to crack the firewall. “Patch me into the communication stream.”

      A visual appeared on her lens, the voices speaking through her earpiece. On one side was Captain Simcore, the man in charge of the Navis, the place Kaida begrudgingly called home. On the other screen was a group of worried individuals all huddled around a camera. Two men and a woman. It looked like smoke billowed in the cabin behind them, and an occasional burst of sparks erupted from overhead.

      “We’re dead in the black,” the woman started, “and requesting emergency docking per Union code 541 to repair our vessel. Do you have space for a standard Raven?”

      Bay Two could hold a Raven, Kaida thought to herself as she accessed the cameras in the bay. It was empty.

      “We’ll pull you into Bay Two,” Captain Simcore answered. “However, you’ll be confined to the bay until we fully assess your situation.”

      “Understood,” the woman replied.

      “Let’s see who we’ve got,” Kaida mumbled quietly, changing from communications to the Navis’ scanners. “Preliminary scans show just the three lifeforms. Run their identification number for me.”

      “Raven Identification 37JH2Y: Registered Volunteer Ship for the IDAA.”

      Kaida cocked her head. “The Intergalactic Damage Appraisal Association? Why would they need volunteers? Don’t they just fly around and help with insurance claims?”

      “I am unfamiliar with their purpose.”

      She watched as the new ship came to rest inside Bay Two. After it repressurized, the people inside climbed out and began circling the ship, scanners in hand. “You’ve got to admit,” Kaida said, “it’s a little funny to see them assessing their own ship for a change. Run some scans… see if you can figure out what’s wrong with it before they can. I’m going to do a facial sweep.” It wasn’t every day that the Navis picked up a stranded crew, and she couldn’t help but wonder about the timing.

      Kaida adjusted the cameras in the bay to get a clear shot of each face and carefully inserted the images to be next in line for the government’s facial recognition scanner. The program ran constantly, and the only time it was monitored by a human was when there was a high alert. Thankfully, one of those hadn’t happened in a while.

      She pursed her lips as the three IDs popped up. Quickly scanning through their files, she slumped back into her chair. “Boring. Almost too boring. Everyone has something ridiculous in their file but not these three. Squeaky clean.”

      “It appears as though their ship has sustained only superficial damage.”

      “That can’t be right. You must have missed something.”

      “I assure you, I did not.”

      Kaida leaned forward to rest her elbows on her knees. “Why are they scanning that section again? Are their scanners broken…?” Kaida trailed off, squinting at the image.

      “Son of a peach! They put the video on a loop, didn’t they?” Kaida chortled.

      “Peaches do not produce gendered offspring,” Russ corrected.

      “Oh, shut up. How did we miss this?” Smirking, Kaida shook her head. “Too bad they didn’t account for us, right?”

      Her screens switched back to the live feed at her command, and Kaida gasped. “What are they doing?”

      The three strangers were standing against the shared wall between Bay Two and Bay One. A rectangular frame was now mounted on the wall. The woman sat on the floor nearby, surrounded by three screens, her fingers furiously typing away on a virtual keyboard similar to Kaida’s. One man held a torch and was working around the inside of the metal frame, a bright light casting their shadows across the hangar. The third man stood, arms crossed across his chest, his mouth moving.

      “Give me audio, Russ.”

      Kaida waited and watched. “Russ?”

      She tapped on the side of the purple frames before realizing what happened. “Fine, you have permission to talk again. I’m sorry I told you to shut up.”

      “Apology accepted,” Russ replied before audio from the room started filtering through Kaida’s earpiece.

      A high-pitched squealing assaulted her eardrum, and Kaida immediately tore the glasses away. “Ugh, the feedback is awful. Make it stop.”

      Russ made some adjustments, and the sound ceased.

      “There seems to be an interference field within Bay Two,” Russ said. “We won’t be able to receive undistorted audio unless we’re within that field.”

      “Can you get me into whatever system she’s working on?” Kaida asked, fidgeting with a camera to get an angle good enough to see what the woman with the screens was doing. Just having the screens wasn’t suspicious, but only if they hadn’t been pointed at the Raven in Bay Two. There was something very wrong here, and Kaida was torn between alerting security and waiting to see what would happen.

      After all, she had no real loyalty to Simcore or Owens, but if the Raven’s crew was here to harm the Navis, Kaida could end up hurt, too. Or worse.

      “Negative,” Russ said. “The distortion field is preventing me from tapping into anything within a thirty-foot radius of the group.”

      Kaida smirked. “Looks like we’re going in then.”

      She slipped the glasses on once more and crawled through the cramped space to another loose panel. She swung it aside and crawled into the ventilation tunnel. The strong smell of garlic wafted from an adjacent tunnel, causing the muscles in her throat to tighten.

      “It seems your digestive system is trying to reverse itself,” Russ said helpfully.

      Kaida tried to breathe through her mouth to avoid the overwhelming scent coming from the ship’s kitchen. Garlic was the go-to spice for masking the true taste of the algae they ate for almost every meal, and a smell Kaida had grown to detest. She rolled her eyes at the AI’s comment and scuttled farther down the tunnel.

      In a few minutes and with a skill acquired from many trips through the ventilation shafts, she reached the vent lock for Bay Two. It was held open with a hydraulic system that ran on its own generator to seal the room for depressurization. Kaida squeezed through the opening and into the rafters of Bay Two, the smell of garlic clinging to the hair that fell over her face.

      Ugh. Gross, she thought as she quickly tied her hair back in a ponytail.

      Below, the three mysterious guests were just as they were when Kaida had left her nest. Only now the third man was leaning over the woman’s shoulder, pointing at something on one of her screens.

      “I tried that, Damien,” the woman said, “do you think I’m an idiot?”

      “Sometimes,” Damien said with a shrug.

      “You’re an ass,” she snapped back. “And it looks like they’ve upgraded their security since the last time we hacked in.”

      Last time? Kaida crept closer on the metal beam.

      The man with the welder turned it off. “Alright, my job’s done. The rest is on you guys. I can’t kick this thing in until you’ve disabled the security protocols.”

      “I am working on it,” the woman growled.

      Damien turned and looked around Bay Two, scrunching up his nose. “Does anyone else smell garlic?”

      Kaida’s eyes widened, and she froze. Her heart beat rapidly in her chest. What would they do if they discovered her? She lived here and had every right to be in the Bay. More than they did, anyway. But it was obvious that Damien and the others were worried about being caught.

      She should call someone. She would. As soon as she found out what the group was doing.

      With that in mind, Kaida watched with bated breath.

      “It’s probably nearly lunchtime and you’re smelling something from the kitchen,” the second man answered. “Do you need a second set of eyes over there, Tori?”

      “Don’t you start in on me too, Scott,” Tori warned as she pointed her finger his direction.

      Kaida bit her lip and craned her neck. She couldn’t quite see the screens. Accessing her virtual keyboard, she raised an eyebrow to see that they had managed to bypass several security systems but were stuck at the firewall. They didn’t even make it as far as I did… amateurs.

      She watched as Tori failed again at the first hurdle. Kaida rolled her head across her shoulders then looked back down at the group below. Her desire to know what was inside Bay One had only grown with their arrival. After all, if someone else was willing to go through all this effort, there must be something good inside. She was both disappointed that they hadn’t gotten in and smug about her own skills for getting further than the motley crew who bickered amongst themselves at the screen.

      Her breath caught in her throat as an idea came to her. Maybe she was the one who needed a second pair of eyes. If she could just get them to where she was stuck, then maybe they’d be able to break through, and she’d finally know what was in there. And, if things got out of control, she could always sound some kind of alarm. Kaida smirked and waited for the perfect opportunity.

      Tori let out an exasperated grunt and threw her hands up into the air while Damien and Scott leaned in and started pecking at the keyboard. “Oh, gee, am I in your way?” Tori asked.

      Damien chuckled. “I can do probably just as good as you.”

      Tori shooed them away from the keys. “If the intel was good then we’d be done by now. I knew the other system backward and forwards. Every minute we waste on this ship puts us a minute closer to… hey… did you see that?”

      It took Kaida everything she had not to make any noise as she took control of the central screen. She quickly blitzed through the outer layers of protection.

      “What is going on?” Scott asked.

      “Someone is helping us get through security,” Tori said with an awed voice.

      Scott spun around in a circle, visually sweeping the hangar. “Someone knows we’re here?”

      “They must,” Damien said as he reached into his jacket and withdrew a small gun. “The question is, why are they helping us?”

      Kaida immediately froze, the danger of the situation finally occurring to her.

      “Put that away,” Tori said through a clenched jaw. “They stopped. I couldn’t completely disable the scan timer, I only bought us more time, so we need whoever it is to finish.”

      Damien grunted and slid the weapon back into place, his eyes shifting nervously around the hangar below. “So our helper is watching us,” he said, looking at the Bay cameras. “How is that possible?”

      With a shaky breath, Kaida continued entering commands until she reached the place she hadn’t been able to crack. She watched as Tori held up her hands and then decided to add a few more keystrokes.

      YOUR TURN, Kaida typed out. She smiled as the three below gasped.

      “I guess it’s your turn,” Scott said with a nod toward the screen.

      “I guess so,” Tori agreed, leaning into her work.

      Kaida watched the keystrokes as they came across the lens of her frames. Tori’s approach was entirely different than Kaida’s. Rather than trying to barrel through, Tori focused more on pulling back the security system layers one by one, disabling them. Kaida studied the method and didn’t notice the blinking red light at the edge of her frames.

      “They’ve tripped an alarm,” Russ said.

      “Crap, you’re right.” Kaida accessed the ship’s security feeds, muttering curses under her breath.

      “Of course I’m right,” Russ said. “Security is on the way.”

      “They don’t even realize it,” Kaida said as she shifted her attention back to Tori, plugging away at the firewall.

      “You wouldn’t have either if I didn’t bring it to your attention.”

      “Don’t make me turn you off,” she whispered just so Russ could hear her. Thankfully, the team below was making a lot of noise.

      “If you turn me off then you won’t be able to reroute security.”

      “Reroute?” Kaida scoffed. “I can do better than that.”

      With one command Kaida locked all the doors on the ship. Another quick entry and she overrode the security team’s access codes. “That ought to keep them busy.” That was going to make Owens mad, but Kaida was sure to make the trail lead back to Simcore. That way Owens wouldn’t dare challenge him, and Simcore, blustering and prideful man that he was, might think he’d made a mistake and not even mention it.

      At this point, Kaida realized that she’d crossed a line somewhere, but she didn’t care anymore. A sense of recklessness took hold as she manipulated the ship, feeling in control of something in her boring life. And anyway, if she got this far, she could always shut down the little operation down there with a flip of a few buttons. With a surge of pride in her hacking skills, Kaida focused on what was happening below.

      “The ship just went on lockdown,” Scott alerted the group.

      “What?” Tori looked over at the other screen.

      “Focus on what you’re doing,” Damien demanded. “You must have triggered something.”

      “Maybe we just have a guardian angel,” Scott said, looking up into the rafters.

      Kaida tried to make herself as small as possible in the dark rafters of the hangar, finally breathing a sigh of relief as he looked away. Just then, the handset in her pocket rang.

      “Ah… fudge,” Kaida said as she fumbled for her mobile. It slipped from her pocket and tumbled to the ground below, shattering.

      The group raised their heads from the screens and turned to look at the shattered unit before raising their heads to Kaida’s location in the rafters. Damien drew a pistol from under his jacket.

      She stared back at them, slack-jawed. There was no hiding now.

      “Your heart rate is elevated,” Russ said in that same bored-sounding voice.

      “Not now, Russ.”

      “Also, that was Owens calling. She left a voicemail.”

      “Not now, Russ.”

      “We can see you, you know,” Scott called up to her.

      “I… uh…” Kaida searched for words. “Security is on the way.”

      “Well, they were, but I think you took care of that for us. Didn’t you?” Damien asked. “Why don’t you come down here so we can have a chat.”

      “I can unlock the doors real quick if I need to.”

      “You move a finger, and you’ll regret it,” Damien answered.

      “I’m in!” Tori shouted.

      “What?” Kaida, Damien, and Scott all said in unison.

      Tori scrunched up her face. “Don’t act so surprised.”

      Kaida confirmed through her left lens that the firewall had been disabled. Tori had done it, and a brief pang of jealousy shot through Kaida. She considered that now was really the time to get ship’s security in here, but she was too afraid of Damien to move.

      “Come on, Tori,” Scott said, “disable the defenses and let’s go.”

      “Okay, and…. Done.” Tori stood, and the trio moved toward the frame they had placed on the wall.

      Scott hit a button, and the metal between the two bays swung open like a door, the three of them disappearing inside.

      “Would you like me to play the voicemail for you?” Russ asked.

      Kaida stared at the open door below. “I…”

      “Or I can dial her for you.”

      “I…” She entered a few commands now that the firewall protecting the cargo was down, but there was no information on what was inside. She could see that Tori had disabled multiple defense programs, but she was unsure of what they did.

      “Ho-ly cow,” a voice echoed from the makeshift door into Bay One.

      “I have to go in there.” Kaida started to make her way to the access ladder down into the hangar.

      “I don’t believe you do,” Russ responded.

      “I don’t believe you understand the human brain.”

      “Perhaps it’s just your brain I don’t understand.”

      Kaida couldn’t help but laugh. “I won’t argue with you there.”

      Her feet tingled as she jumped the last few rungs onto the floor below and sprinted over to the door. The entire Bay One was filled with rows and rows of crates, meticulously arranged, each no more than three feet apart from the one around it.

      Damien and Scott were standing next to an open crate while Tori crouched at the base of the object inside. It was massive, standing at about seven feet high and probably six feet in diameter. At the top, there were three containers, each holding a liquid of a different color. Below that was a clock. Below that, where Tori worked, was a mess of wires and a small screen.

      “You think you can do it?” Scott asked.

      “Of course I can,” Tori scoffed. “This is what I trained for.”

      As she finished speaking, the clock went black. Tori stood, brushed her hands on her pants, and smiled at the two men. “Easy peasy. Go open the next one.”

      They pried open the next container, revealing an identical device.

      “Only three-hundred fifty-nine left to go,” Tori said with a sigh as she crouched and got to work.

      Scott pulled another device from his bag, this one much smaller than the frame they used to create the door.

      “Are you sure that thing is going to work?” Damien asked.

      “Do you really have to question everything?” Scott asked.

      “Yes, that’s my job.”

      Scott sighed. “Yes, it will work. Administer the neutralizer.”

      Damien stood on a block and pried off the top of the device then dropped a tablet in each of the tanks. The tablet fizzed as it sank, rendering each of the liquids a cloudy gray. “Okay, now step back.”

      The device began to glow, brightly at first then less so a moment later. Then the entire thing was just gone. By then, Tori was tapping on the next crate. “We need to move a lot faster if we’re going to get this done in time.”

      “You again?” Scott said, catching Kaida peeking through the doorway.

      Kaida tried to run, but Damien caught up to her just a few steps out of the room. When his strong fingers closed around Kaida’s upper arm, she shrieked and began kicking him.

      “She’s just a kid,” Scott called after him.

      “Hey—Ow! What are you doing in here?” Damien growled.

      Kaida twisted around, trying to punch him with her other arm. “I just wanted to know what was in there.”

      “And?”

      “And it looks like something dangerous.” Kaida yelped at the end because Damien had grabbed her other wrist to keep her from punching him in the eye.

      Damien sighed and dragged Kaida back into Bay One, holding her right up against the most recently deactivated device. “You see that?”

      Kaida nodded.

      “Those chemicals in there, when combined, will kill every living thing around them. One of these can eliminate an entire continent. It only takes three to wipe out an entire planet.” He yanked her away from the device and forced her to turn and look around the room. “Yes. Very dangerous. And there are hundreds, as I’m sure you heard. There is a plan to blow up the Navis as soon as it gets close to the Vrotling Sector.”

      Kaida gulped as he spun her around to look her in the eye. “Why would the Navis be transporting it?” Kaida had wanted to know what was in Bay One, but she had never expected anything like this. “And doesn’t Simcore know what’s going on? Why would he let himself be blown up?”

      “I’m sure Simcore and his cronies have plans to hop on a shuttle and fly far away before it happens,” Damien said through clenched teeth. “And you already know more than you should. This isn’t a game.”

      “I didn’t think it was a game!” Kaida protested, trying once again to wrench herself free from Damien’s strong grasp.

      “Then what were you doing down here?” Tori demanded.

      Kaida looked into Tori’s calm brown eyes, and for some reason, she felt like this woman wasn’t going to harm her, or let these men harm her.

      That still didn’t mean Kaida truly trusted them, but she’d got herself into a situation that she couldn’t seem to run away from. “Because I helped you before,” she said finally, staring at Tori.

      The older woman frowned. “That was you?”

      Kaida nodded, the panic in her chest keeping her on edge.

      Damien laughed. “This kid wasn’t helping us. She’s just saying that to get out of trouble.” He gave Kaida a little shake. “What should we do with her? Tie her up and leave her for her security to find later?”

      “Nah,” said Scott. “She’s seen our faces.”

      “And heard your names!” Kaida said defiantly.

      Russ sighed in his robotic way, and it sounded like hissing in her ear. “That was reckless. Now they have more reasons to off you.”

      “Off me?” Kaida blurted.

      The others looked at her strangely, and Scott even turned to look behind him as if someone else had entered Bay One.

      “Who you talkin’ to?” Damien asked.

      “Nobody,” Kaida said swiftly. “I hope you’re not going to off me, though, because I’m the captain’s daughter, and they’ll…”

      Tori waved her hand dismissively and turned back to her work. “The captain doesn’t have a daughter on board. We know the ship’s manifest already.”

      “Anyway,” Damien said with a lopsided grin that took a bit of bite out of that growl, “how do you know we’re using our real names?”

      Oh, Kaida thought, good point. “I’m the one who got you past those initial layers of security,” she said finally.

      Tori stood up again. “And why would you do that? Who do you work for?”

      “I… I…” Kaida trailed off, getting distracted by the scrolling feed over her left lens. “Uh oh. They’re coming.”

      Scott popped up next to Damien and pulled Kaida away. “Who? Who’s coming?”

      “S-security,” she stuttered.

      “Hurry!” Tori said, spinning around. Damien scrambled to the next box, but it looked they’d only begun whatever project they were working on, and there was no time to get anything else done.

      “I can help,” Kaida insisted.

      The three of them stared at her as she stared back. “Then help,” they said together.

      “Right.” Kaida knelt on the floor and activated her keyboard. She disabled the alarm and sent out a ship status report thanking the crew for their participation in a test of the ship’s emergency systems, followed by reports from various sectors of the ship including the results of the drill. It was a failsafe she had put in place two weeks prior when she first started tampering with the firewall, just in case she triggered something similar.

      She ran a life signs sweep and was relieved to find that the small security force was returning to their designated areas. “I think we’re okay.”

      Damien stared down at her, arms folded across his chest. “For your sake, I hope so.”

      “Ignore him. Every team has a brute, right?” Tori said with a chuckle, ignoring the scorching glare he gave her. “So, you were the one who helped me?”

      Kaida nodded, and her entire body tensed as Tori draped her arm over Kaida’s shoulders.

      “You think you could help me disable these?” Tori asked.

      “Uh, maybe…. Yeah… I think so.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Damien interrupted.

      “Dude, look around,” Tori said. “There are more than we thought. We need her.”

      “We are on a timeline. We only have another two hours before we’re supposed to be off this hauler,” Scott chimed in.

      “Come on,” Tori started, “I’ll show you what to do.”

      Kaida’s lesson in disabling the chemical weapons was fairly straight forward. They weren’t overly complicated, but she still couldn’t bring herself to touch one.

      “What’s the hold-up?” Damien asked.

      “Are they really as dangerous as you say?” she asked.

      “Of course they are. Why would we lie about that?”

      “I just don’t understand why they’re here, on the Navis.”

      “This again, huh? It’s because it’s the right ship and the right sector.” Scott grunted as he opened another crate.

      “We’re going to the Vrotling sector,” Kaida mumbled. “There are billions of people there.”

      “Yeah, hence the time crunch. Could you get on it?” Damien pointed at the device.

      Kaida stared at it a moment, then looked at the one waiting in the crate Scott just opened. “I have an idea.”

      Damien sighed and rolled his eyes.

      “What is it?” Tori asked as she successfully disabled another one and Scott vanished it into space. Kaida watched in awe. Who were these people, that they would have technology like that?

      “Russ, are there any links between these things?” Kaida asked.

      “Wait, who’s Russ?” Scott asked.

      “Yes, they all arrived together aboard a Raven class ship—” Russ started in her ear.

      “No, you idiot, the devices.”

      “Did she just call me an idiot?” Scott asked Tori.

      “Shhh,” Tori held her hand up, studying Kaida’s face.

      “The devices seem to be running on the same frequency,” Russ confirmed.

      “I think we can disable them all at once,” Kaida said to Tori. “They’re operating on the same frequency. I can rig something up to send the shutdown sequence to all of them at the same time.”

      Tori punched a few keys on her keyboard, seemed to read something, and then grinned widely. “Brilliant, kid. Let’s do it.”

      “Hold up.” Damien held out his hands. “What if she’s lying? What if it doesn’t work?”

      Tori glared at Damien. “Because I just verified the frequency. She’s not lying. Now, let’s get to work. You and I both know there’s no way we can get all of these disabled at the same time. Our efforts alone would simply be to minimize the damage. With this girl’s help, we might just be able to prevent it.”

      Damien hesitated before slowly lowering his arms and deflating his chest.

      “Say,” Scott turned toward Kaida. “What is your name, anyway?”

      “Kaida,” she answered with a half-smile.

      “Alright, Kaida. Who were you talking to just now?”

      “Russ, my AI.”

      Scott whistled, and Damien looked wary again. Tori, however, looked impressed. “Where did you get an AI?”

      Kaida stood up straighter. “I programmed it.”

      Damien laughed, and Kaida scowled in his direction. “I did,” she protested.

      Tori frowned. “That’s… unbelievable. You don’t look old enough to be on this ship, let alone programming an AI.”

      Kaida shrugged. “The Navis was the only work I could find. And I’m old enough to get you past those firewalls.”

      Tori grinned. “You’re right about that. Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get to it.”

      Kaida smiled and got to work on the program using her virtual keyboard and glasses. “That thing… the one you guys were using to block your signal?”

      Tori opened her mouth with a puzzled look before shaking the thought from her head and answering, “Yeah?”

      “We can use that to send the signal.”

      “On it,” Scott chimed in, hustling back into Bay Two.

      “Okay, Tori, if you input the shutdown sequence, then I think we’re set. I just need to plug into the scrambler, and we’ll test it.”

      “Plug in how?” Scott asked as he carried a small, square device back to Kaida.

      She took the cube and inspected it before slipping off her glasses and taking the end off of one of the earpieces to reveal a connection jack. It slipped right into the receiver on the cube, and Kaida smiled.

      Tori chuckled. “You are just full of surprises.”

      “Now, the range will just be whatever this thing can do,” Kaida said. “So we’ll still have to work around the room, but it should work. Ready to test?”

      Tori nodded, glancing at the open crates around them. “This seems as good a place as any.”

      “Okay, here goes.” Kaida switched on the cube.

      Damien stared at it, then stepped closer and leaned toward the cube. “Nothing happened.”

      “Like hell, ‘nothing happened’!” Scott laughed. “Look around, you kook.”

      Kaida looked around and grinned, seeing that all the devices in the immediate area were now disabled.

      “Yes!” Tori high-fived Scott and turned to extend the gesture toward Kaida, who nervously raised her arm to accept her praise.

      “Well, we still have to neutralize the chemicals and eject them.”

      “Then I guess you better get on it, boys.” Tori laughed again and grabbed Kaida by the shoulders, steering her through the aisles. “We’ve got work to do.”

      Kaida and Tori made quick work of disabling the devices. When they were done, Scott showed Kaida how to teleport the devices while the three of them neutralized the compounds in each device. Kaida was fascinated by the technology, and her heart palpitated with joy each time she made one of them disappear into the black behind the ship.

      “Why just the devices and not the crates?” Kaida turned to ask Scott.

      “It doesn’t work on organic matter. Only synthetics.”

      “So not for people.” She couldn’t help but pout somewhat. Teleporting to her nest would be a lot easier than crawling through clouds of garlic in the vents.

      Scott looked at her, visibly alarmed. “No, not on people.” He hurried away from her to start opening the final crate.

      Kaida couldn’t help but giggle as she vanished the next device.

      An alarm sounded from Damien’s wrist. “We’ve got ten minutes before they discover that the ship is losing mass.”

      Kaida pulled up another overlay with her glasses. “I can help with that.”

      “No time, kid,” Tori called. “They’re also bound to notice that video loop on the cameras. We’re better off getting out of here as quickly as possible.

      Kaida nodded and turned back to their task.

      “I should probably get back, too,” she said after the last device disappeared from the bay.

      The three of them stared at her. Tori was the first to speak. “Oh, honey…”

      “What?” Kaida asked, slipping the glasses back on.

      “You see… what we did today… well someone very bad—”

      “You have to come with us,” Damien blurted out.

      “I can’t,” Kaida took a step back. “I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      Scott swung his arm back to thump Damien in the chest. “What the gorilla means is that it’s in your best interest if you come with us.”

      “But—”

      “Look, here’s the deal,” Tori started. “This ship was full of chemical weapons. We’ve taken care of that. But when it gets to where it’s going and people don’t die, then the people behind this are going to have questions.”

      Kaida nodded slowly. “Who’s behind it?”

      “It’s best you don’t know,” Scott chimed it.

      “The point is,” Tori continued, “that when a shipment goes missing, they interrogate the crew. If no one actually knows anything, they’re not in danger, except maybe Simcore and his buddies. They’ll get what they deserve,” she added grimly. “But you…”

      Kaida’s heart sank. Even she knew that no one could beat a real interrogation. Lying to Owens was one thing. Lying to the Union or the company quite another.

      “So if you’re here….” Scott added.

      “Then they’ll know that I knew.” Kaida’s shoulders sagged.

      “And they won’t be happy you helped us.” Damien folded his arms across his chest and marched toward her. “In fact, I imagine they’d not only take that anger out on you… but on your family as well.”

      Kaida smiled half-heartedly. “I don’t have any family.”

      “None?” Tori asked.

      Kaida shook her head.

      “So really, by coming with us, you’re not hurting anyone,” Tori concluded. “What have you got to lose?”

      “We have to go now.” Damien gestured toward the door. “We’ve overstayed our welcome.”

      Before she could stammer a protest, Kaida was ushered through the makeshift door. Once on the other side, Scott pressed a button on the frame. The metal flap swung shut, and the frame emitted a bright flash, binding it back to the wall. Damien stuffed her onto the ship just as the Bay Two doors swung open.

      “Ready to go?” Kaida immediately recognized Captain Simcore’s voice.

      “Yes, sir. Thank you for allowing us aboard to make the repairs,” Damien replied.

      Kaida followed Scott and Tori, who were the first ones inside the smaller craft. It was small but comfortable, and she found a seat to strap herself in.

      Damien stepped aboard the ship, hitting the switch to close and seal the door behind him. His gaze landed on Kaida. “What are we going to do with her?” he asked no one in particular.

      “What do you mean? She’s a kid.” Scott stepped between Kaida and Damien, much to Kaida’s relief.

      “I ain’t no babysitter.”

      “You ain’t a lot of things,” Tori said with a laugh. “I dunno, I like her. She’s got some skills. Could probably use her on the team.”

      Kaida felt her trepidation begin to dissipate. “Really? You think I’m that good?”

      “You have some serious potential, that’s for sure. Maybe we can help each other.”

      “I’d like that,” Kaida smiled. She had always hated the hauler, after all. The last thing she wanted was to spend her life being a janitor, barely seeing anyone who wasn’t part of the crew. She wanted to experience the universe, and it seemed that Tori was giving her that opportunity.

      “You just helped save millions of lives,” Tori said, smiling with her kind eyes. “Are you sure there’s nobody you need to contact?”

      Kaida shook her head. “Just me.”

      Tori nodded as if that was what she had expected. “I’m sure we’ll find a spot for you somewhere.”

      Kaida’s heart filled with warmth. “Alright, I’m in.”

      “As if she had a choice,” Damien grunted as he sat down in the copilot’s seat. “Kid knows too much.”

      “Good thing she knows as much as she does,” Scott said. “We’re out of here.” He slipped into the pilot’s chair and effortlessly left Bay Two. The vacuum of space felt more real inside the smaller craft, and Kaida caught a glimpse of distant stars through the viewscreens in the cockpit.

      Kaida clutched her seat and began dreaming of a better life.
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      It is 2023. The world is beset by an endless rain of kaiju flung into Earth’s gravity well. Their origin? A comet that crashed into the Moon, sprawled across its surface, and revealed itself to be an assembler of nightmares. Their target? The most populated centers of the Earth. And the only thing standing between us and them are the Shikari: ‘Hunters’. Giant cyborg machines hammered together in the nick of time, fashioned after the old gods of the Mahabharata, and sent out to do battle against the demons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Little Bit of Kali

          

        

      

    

    
      Where do old gods go to die?

      Not to Mother Ganga, no. Not for us the fire that strips our sins from our bones, turns our bones into ashes, turns our ashes into a constellation of dust on the holy river. They say Ganga once took the seed from the fire-god Agni, which would have others burned this world to a cinder, and cooled it in her waters: but even she will not take our kind. Ganga only takes the flesh and blood. Leaves the metal behind.

      They tried. The government of India lay one of us down in the waters - a prototype Vishnu, I think, '20, maybe '21. A thing too difficult to burn it, so they lit a ritual pyre and let Him slide into the waters. He lies there still, decades of human rot piling upon His frame. Sometimes His eyes light up, throwing mocking shadows at those who come to worship him from the dead river-banks, and those of us who know Him shudder, because underneath the ceaseless filth something still lives.

      Some of us go to Moradabad. Uttar Pradesh. They say great mountains of body parts line the horizon. People walk here and there like crows, picking what they can and sending it to the government line. Others go to the Himalayas. They say the march - if you can still march - takes you to the Independent State of Tibet, where the monks, if you ask them kindly, will bless you and bury your head in the mountains. The snow cools the great engines, dulls the fingers, freezes the mind: the slow sad suicide.

      And afterwards the monks may return, to strip away your reactor core, send your body frame back to India, sell your CPU to China. Gods know why the Chinese keep buying CPUs, but the monks get to run their machine shops, the tourists get to take selfies, and both sides try not to invade a Tibet armed with dozens of nuclear cores. Everybody's happy.

      But I happen to disagree. There is a third place. A secret place.

      Cast your eye down. Down, past Telangana, past Andhra Pradesh. Walk past the beaches with their rotten sand. Past the roads stuffed with filth and saffron and the dreams of dead men. Past the vast tenements and battle-cannon of Madras. The government calls it Chennai, but who cares? The memories of this city outlast names, dates, petty councils. The Portuguese came here, then the Dutch, then the English, then the French, then the English again. One by one they were swallowed up by the noise, the color, the heat, the smell. They call this place the Detroit of India, but Detroit is a city of bunkers and skeletons.

      Here, across crumbling roads, to the sea.

      Walls. A dome that could be marble, if you don't look too closely. The first English fort built in India, named for St. George. The Tamil Nadu government used it before the invasion, but that changed when a demon landed too close for comfort. Bureaucrats are allergic to death, particularly their own. Arrangements were made in a hurry. The shoreline was declared unsafe. The fortress left behind.

      Not that I could tell, the first time I came here. I saw the press of bodies outside, thousands thick, dressed in their finest. Saw electric lights snake between the trees, flickering in defiance. Saw the blood-oil on the old stone; the oil that they dipped their hands into, for luck, for a good show. Saw the stairs that separated us, sending the people to their seats, and us to the center, waiting for the death that comes in a shattering of steel and circuits.

      This is the third, and last place.

      This is where I came to die.
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      The colosseum, more in name and function than design, was a place of hard-packed dirt. It was of buildings promised but never to be. Their remains hung as skeletal frames looming over throngs of people too many to count. Old garden statues, hands gloved in moss, the feet coated with the patina of a million betel-leaves crushed, chewed and spat out. They gave way to monoliths of steel and electrical nerves. The empty shells of once-Shikari. They towered above all of us.

      A first-generation Vishnu, blue-hued, two hundred feet tall, with that Russian tank-gun attachment on one arm. They made only ten of those. On a good day two white lights criss-crossed over it, and you could see the three sigils of the government of India, the Tata logo, the sigil of Ambai metals on the breastplate.

      Right opposite to it was a Shiva. It was hard to tell what line it came from: the Shiva series iterated fast and kept the same shell. Maybe the 13th gen, maybe the 16th. It sat as Shiva statues do - in the stance of a yogi, or one deep in meditation. Long metal locks fell back from the perfect forehead and the almost sorrowful phase. In the middle was the Third Eye, the LIDAR and tracking system that made the Shiva series so phenomenally accurate: I’ve seen my fair share of that graceful, deadly dance - a Shiva unlocking its Pinaka, the hand reconfiguring itself into the bow that smites all, the shoulders tensing, extending to three times their size, the arms launching arrow after arrow of guided missiles from which no enemy could run or escape. But here the Pinaka was missing. Instead someone had made a copy of the Trishula, the throwing trident; tried to mimic it right down to the stabilizer fins and the exhaust ports; and then mounted it rather awkwardly on Shiva’s crossed lap.

      There was an irony to placing them here like this. On one hand, Vishnu, preserver; on the other Shiva, whose name comes from Sankrit, śarv, “to kill”. Creator and destroyer. Vishnu’s avatar in the great epics was Krishna, who fought Shiva to a standstill - and yet the two were one and the same, complimentary parts of the same energy.

      I paused among the stream of people threading their way between these two gods. I was here for my customary prayer. Nothing long, nothing exotic, just a brief touch. I need both on my side. People - faces- looked up at me, perhaps in awe, perhaps in confusion, wondering why a 40-foot metal giant paused with his hand on Shiva’s trident. Maybe they wanted to see me wield it.

      I couldn’t.

      Not all of us get to ride the Great Machines. Not all of us wake up as gods. Some of us have to be content with the cheaper, shittier versions, the same way that soldiers in war, stumbling about flat-footed, have to be content with being lesser than the tank. Not all of us get to claim a name like Vishnu. My suit was 38 ½ feet tall. I was sweating inside a steel cage inside. I was what the Army called an SRTS - Small-arms Reconnaissance Tactical Shikari - and what the rest of the world called a microshikari: a pale shadow of the original.

      I was a pretender. I let my hand fall, let the crowd sweep me up - even a metal monster is no match for a Chennai crowd - and took my place among the other pretenders. We nodded to each other, and turned to watch the thing that now walked through the fighters’ arches.

      This microshikari was shorter than most I’d seen. Cobbled together from damaged parts, no doubt, some shit salvaged from the Bay of Bengal; damned if the frame wasn’t a bit lopsided. The kind of stuff they sent to the scrap heap, only if you knew a guy who knew a guy who knew the right quartermaster or warehouse manager you could get a mismatched box, every so often, and it looked exactly like that, a patchwork metal Frankenstein. Like an old car screwed together from the dross from similar models, but different years. The chest…too broad, carrying clunky paneled armor bolted on with inelegant arms. Gaps in the panels, wide enough for a grown man to slip his hand through. Colors like a sandblasted lightshow. The face looked like it’d been punched in and hammered out again - almost Neanderthal in the right light; crude brow, jutting chin, iron bands welded on to toughen them. It was like looking at puppet sewn together from other discarded toys. And the mech hung from limp strings.

      The eyes glowed a dull orange and stared at the crowd without seeing anything. As if they barely held life and light inside them.

      No god. Just a shell piloted by a man on the inside. Something soft—cowardly, pretending to be something greater.

      Greater. Something I’d once aspired to be.

      Thunder sounded in the near distance. I turned toward the source. In the passing glance, I caught sight of the crowd.

      They scuttled about like bees—ants, busying themselves with the little intricacies that made the great stage work. Hands exchanged crumpled bills and slips of paper—names of mechs they expected to win. A blue-white glare pulled a few eyes toward it, standing out even under the brightness of the overhead lighting. A rake of a man thumbed over a tablet, likely recording transactions and bets placed. All crypto, of course, no traceable rupees here. The government forbade places like these, but microeconomies had a way of happening whether the politicians wanted them to or not. Today there was serious money involved: I saw Bullet Vinay in his white coat, holding court before a murder of his thugs, sweating slightly in the heat. Bullet Vinay was a hard man, flush, not the type to step out for small cheese. Behind him, looking completely out of place and completely unperturbed by that fact, was Sonam, the actress. Fair, beautiful Sonam, the kind of woman they put on cosmetics advertisements to make dark-skinned girls feel bad. Vinay’s thugs were holding an informal cordon beyond her. Every so often a fan cried out, trying to climb over them, and she smiled indulgently as one of Vinay’s people dragged the poor victim off to a corner and gave him an autograph the old-fashioned way - brass knuckles to the face.

      A translucent container passed by on a cart. Viscous sludge the color of a spider’s innards filled the cylinder, visibly shaking within.

      My scanners still worked well enough to analyze the contents properly and display the results. I couldn’t make out anything to identify which particular monster the gunk had come from, but I knew what it was valued at. The black market had high demand for any piece of our visitors from the stars. Messenger. Demon. Emissary. Hellspawn. Take your pick of names. The only message they brought was one of hatred and violence - one we answered in kind - and yet, here, as everywhere, people scuttled about bartering and scheming, and today Bullet Vinay would take the powdered nails, maybe the horn, in the belief that his waning libido would work as well as the pistol he kept tucked into his pants.

      Mic Peter sauntered to the center of the arena. He carried his microphone in one hand, with a cord trailing far behind him. Stage lights gleamed off the bullet-shells embroidered into the tux he wore: I’d never seen the man without it. The rest of his features were lost. The lights took them. I knew what he looked like beneath the mask, of course, most of us did - a scrappy thing of knotted muscle and skin clinging to bone, barely worth looking at on the street, but here he was God.

      “Varuga varuga!” Silence fell over the clarmor. “Right, ladies and gentlemen, sit sit, the first event you have all been waiting for.” Peter threw out a hand decked with wires, pumping it at the mech I’d first taken in. “On my right, refabricated! Part Shiva, part Hanuman, a brawler—bruiser—you all know and love…” he tilted his head back and paused for effect. “The Chennai Blooooooodhoooound!”

      The crowd erupted into raucous cheers. that dwarfed the earlier sounds of thunder I’d heard.

      Chennai Bloodhound stepped forward into the circular patch of dirt, arms upraised. Pumped one fist as if already declaring victory. It was a first-generation SRTS suit - bulky, wide rather than tall, designed for munitions and long-range support work. The crowd loved it; I tried not to notice how much of that fist was cracked and spot-welded. That was the toll here. The slow damage, the endless breaking of the body, the slow crumbling of all that you could be. The cost of glory—of one last chance to be a god.

      “Annnnnnnnd—” the announcer waited till the noise died, putting one hand to his brow as if trying to peer off into the distance. “Coming to the arena on my left, a warrior you all know and fear. A legend on this stage! Arrey, solid Japanese steel and Tata engineering, and they say -” almost in a stage whisper, now, “with a few bits of Kali…”

      He raised a hand, and the roar that accompanied it increased in volume, rising in a crescendo until the first throat broke ragged, and like the master that he was, Mic Peter kept them going, up and up and up -

      A few bits of Kali.

      Peter didn’t know the meaning of what he spoke, or maybe he knew and didn’t care - I’d never been able to figure out that dog.  Kali, the greatest and the most terrible Shikari series ever built; the six-armed goddess of destruction herself brought to wield her bloodlust and fire on those who would do us harm. Kali, the great, the magnificent, the doomed, because no Kali machine had ever escaped the descent into utter madness. It was their curse, the complexity of the Kali design, something about the human mind being unable to take the strain of a body map outside its own.

      The Shiva design outside ran two arms, two legs. Shivas lasted a long time - enough to die of wounds as often as psychosis. The Vishnus, though not as stable, did the same: word was that they were figuring out how to add the other two arms but make them AI-powered, or maybe add a second pilot to the mix, so people wouldn’t be driven mad as fast. But the Kali design was pure poison - too many moving parts, too much raw power, too much for one human mind to handle. I had heard six months, nine on a particularly good pilot, and the ending was always violent.

      “A shikari that has cut the competition into strips and ribbons . . .”

      A few bits of Kali.

      “A shikari that leaves nothing alive . . . arrey! I GIVE YOU THE BLADE OF RAJASTHAN!”

      Thirty feet tall, even smaller than the Bloodhound. Blue, a blue so deep it was a shadow-black, polished to a fine gleam. Beautiful plate armor, the shape and musculature of a powerful athlete adorned in armor. Twin plumes of viridian for its eyes. Not a scratch, not a hint of damage. The eyes flickered and tracked rogue bits of movement in the crowd, drawing gasps here and there. This was a prime mech. Chennai Bloodhound, that old faithful, looked like a junkyard art project next to this.

      One of its hands flexed. A chainblade burst from folds along its forearm. A copy of the weapon sprang forth from the other arm. It brought them together to form an X before its chest. The blades were the antithesis of the armor: ugly, pitted, scarred. It held the pose. More to play to the crowd than to intimidate Bloodhound. Then swiped - a single pose that shifted the metal feet, blurred the face, turned the arms into a brief whirlwind of lethal metal. A single statue shook, decapitated.

      The crowd roared. A bastardized display of Shikari strength, bravery, and all that made us—them—worth the awe and respect the world gave us. And the irony, of course, of taking that brute force and turning it into cheap cheap sport in places like this.

      You should be on the front lines, I told it silently. You have no business here.

      The Blade of Rajasthan stalked past, and now I could see. The scars, so cleverly painted over, where the original alloy had been replaced with cheaper scrap. The empty ammo ports. The gun-cowlings retrofitted and braced for those chainblades. That slight lag that it hid so well with its theatrics. Yet another failure, no matter how well dressed.

      The two mechs came to a few feet of each other, faces almost touching. There was a point between their gazes where the lights from their eyes almost meshed, losing the individual glow of their own to become something else.

      Silence spread between the two mechs. The silence rolled out to the entire crowd. Mic Peter bent, mic now aside, spoke to the combatants. Even the lights had stopped their dazzling show, and now hung limp like a set of prismatic curtains. Sonam, the actress, leaned forward, and half a hundred leaned with her to see what had caught her eye. I knew what she was waiting for, of course - that one word to part the quiet, and the eruption that would follow.

      “Fight!”

      Both mechs exploded into action. Bloodhound snapped its head forward, bringing the sharp edges of its brow down toward the Blade of Rajasthan’s head. Score! Metal met with an impact that brought back the earlier thunder. Bits snapped off the black helm, glimmering in the light. Both mechs wobbled back, taking a step to regain their footing.

      The Blade was the first to recover. The chainswords screamed as it drove its right fist toward Bloodhound’s torso. Bloodhound’s pilot parried - a pair of quick steps backward, a sweep of the arm, a fist driven directly into the Blade’s face - but the Blade was already moving; the left arm swung, the feint now obvious, and with a scream the Blade of Rajasthan twisted, dragging the sword across Bloodhound’s abdomen.

      A shallow furrow crossed the multi-colored mech’s midsection. Hydraulic fluid spurted out from the gouge in pressurized mist.

      That’s the coolant gone.

      “First blood!” thundered Mic Peter. “It is not the first time the Bloodhound has bled, no sir, no ma’am, but how long can a dog run without cooling? In this heat?”

      Laughter. Bloodhound’s pilot brought both of the mech’s hands overhead, slamming them down like a hammer. Both fists crashed into the Blade’s shoulders.

      I knew the force of those fists, as did the people in the stands. The blue-black mech buckled under the weight. The metal around its neck warped, like a tin can being crushed by a particularly malevolent child. Miniature mountains formed along the Blade of Rajasthan’s collar. A steel plate popped out. Others peaked to jagged edges. The Blade tackled wildly, going for Bloodhound’s left leg, and down they went, the screaming blades chewing away at Bloodhound’s arm. Bloodhound’s coolant sprayed in the Blade of Rajasthan’s face, somehow: the bladed mech staggered back, and Bloodhound responded - jab, jab, uppercut, right into the weaving black helm.

      The crowd hooted and cheered. Music boomed from the speakers. The same goddamn ditty every time, Mic Peter ripping off some vaguely familiar song -

      

      No fear, I'm standing right here

      Eyes peer, with my mind clear, never look rear

      Only up, never down, off the ground

      Till I'm found, hear the sound, listen to me now

      Imagine being reborn with all the grandeur and purpose of a god. To tower among all things man, monster, and made. To wield the power to shepherd the world…or destroy it.

      One shot, that's all you got

      Take it right now, before you get lost, yeah

      And then broken, left to dance to a tuneless song of screams and raucous laughter. Crowd singing Youtube rap. And you, a once-gods playing for one last encore. Bits of Kali, indeed.

      I turned away from the battle, knowing however it ended, two Shikari had still lost.
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      There was a time before this sordid affair, you know. Once I was a child, running through the hallways of my home, running after the colors of my mother’s sari. Then I was a young boy, proud of my grades, uncomfortable at how tall I was, at how bony my knuckles were, envious of easy riches of my friends. Then a man, filling in, learning the subtle art of making my way in a world that tolerated me only as long as I played by the rules.

      It started and ended with my sister, of course. In my household, all things did. My sister was a couple of years older, the apple of my father’s eye. First thing she did after she came back from college in the US was to sign up for the Garud Commando - that elite Air Force unit, sent to fight behind enemy lines. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen a Garud, but picture the American Marines from the movies, under an Indian Air Force operation, add a whole lot of fanatic do-or-die on top, and that’s a Garud.

      My sister’s batch was the first set of women allowed into the Garud, personally trained by Dr. Surbhi Rachoor - doctor, commando, CQC pioneer. At first they jeered - the politicians, the trainers, the other cadets - but where others saw a stupid mistake, my parents saw opportunity. My sister went through ninety weeks of training, up from the normal seventy-two. Agra for airborne training; then the Navy and Counter Insurgency for water and jungle operations; then survival training, with active missions thrown in almost as rewards. She came out a weapon; the perfect daughter, efficient, polite, deadly, a national treasure.

      I knew the world my family inhabited - the soft comforts, the apartments, the revolving drama of politicians and whose family owned what - in all these my sister was a prize card, the ultimate trump. Here was something money couldn’t buy. Something nobody else could have. From that moment on I was the lesser sibling.

      Did my sister understand? I think she did. I was the one who got angry and wanted to make a difference. She was a pit viper. She weathered both with insurgents and my mothers’ marriage proposals with roughly the same attitude: kill them early, make sure they’re dead, move on. A casual cruelty there. She used to hum rap under her breath, committing light social atrocities to the sound of Eminem and whoever else she idolized that week.

      In vain I tried to follow, to earn back some part of what I felt my family should have given their only son. I joined the forces, of course. My squad was sent to Ladakh - way up in the mountains, almost at the foot of the Himalayas. Word was a high-ranking Jaish-e-Mohammad warlord had gone to ground there - the Jaish had been running attacks since the early 2000s; now, hemmed in from all sides, this lot were trying to get to Aksai Chin, disputed ground between India and China. We had been sent in to finish the job. Picture a guillotine, if you will, dropping on a head from a great height: us, the blade, then, the unfortunate vertebra.

      It was a beautiful country for a hunt. The valleys were of snow and stone -- white-capped mountains, and water so clean and pure, unlike anything in the cities farther south. Within that, the Jaish, spread through the forest, panting and panicked - and us, cutting them down by the tens, the hundreds.

      But then the apocalypse happened. The radios screamed at us to pull back and return immediately. Someone had attacked Mumbai. The city was on fire. Blood ran in the streets.

      That was where I saw the first demon. An ugly, clumsy thing, like a child-larvae barely hatched, wobbling over its own broken limbs. The force of its descent had ruined millions. A spidercrack, an inferno, a crater in the heart of the city. We watched from helicopter gunships. And what should have been my first real mission - something that would have seen me decorated - was forgotten. Who gave a shit about some two-bit terrorists in Ladakh now? All of India turned around, angry, building for itself an anthem of steel. The Shikari.

      Of course my sister volunteered. In vain I pleaded with her not to do it - the tech was too early, too untested, the program put together by a scrapheap bureaucracy. But she passed with flying colors. Became one of the very first Kali, the first six-limbed goddess of destruction to score a major kill.

      We were forbidden by law to initiate any contact, but that didn’t stop me from tracking her on behalf of the family. Her first kill was off Neo-Delhi, the one they called Tir. It had the face of a ram, and the body of a hound, with tentacles snaking along its back - a vast and bloated demon that gambolled in the clear waters and soiled them with its poison. Her second was a joint action; a smaller horde of demons attempting to take the land bridge between India and Sri Lanka. She worked with the Sri Lankan Hamuman mech on that mission - and carried it back in her arms when it went down. She was on every recruiting poster thereafter. Talk of the town. My parents were toasted, again and again, for producing the perfect child for the new age. Me, I was the dregs at the bottom of the barrel.

      She died six months later. Officially, KIA. Off the coast of Goa. In reality, she had gone mad, slaughtered her entire support staff, laughed and shrieked as their blood and entrails pooled around her. And her last act was to somehow arrange to have the footage sent to both our parents and every single one of their little dinner circles. The who’s-who of Delhi woke up one day to see the talk of the town butchering six hundred civilians and dancing in their gore. There was one message waiting for me. A link to a song.

      One shot, that's all you got

      Take it right now, before you get lost, yeah

      One shot, that's all you got

      Write your own story, you control the plot, yeah.

      I listened to it over and over again, thinking I understood.

      When I woke up the next day, GANESHA COMMAND had blacklisted our family and all our relatives, branded us for life as traitors. The day after that the banks pulled out of my father’s business ventures. And thus in her own way she broke us all. And every time I saw a Shikari striding across the horizon I flinched, knowing that that could be me, that should have been me, if not for my damned sister.

      Write your own story, you control the plot, yeah.
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      I don’t rightly know when the microshikari became a thing. People like Bullet Vinay (who I once shared a grand total of three drinks with) will tell you it was Tamil Nadu that started the whole process: wary of the central government having too much power, they set about building small scaled-down versions of the real thing. Suits of armor you could bolt on to a reasonably fit person, much more conventional weaponry. Strength in numbers. The official excuse was, of course, to help the local police special divisions handle the smaller demons that dropped every so often. Reduce the burden on India’s defenders. The real reason was that Tamil Nadu politicians wanted their own metal men. It was a show of force to the Delhi government. A pissing on the border line. Thss far and no farther.

      Me, I think that’s just one version of it. In India one event will spawn a hundred different stories and all of them will be true. I think what really happened was the bigger sharks in business - not the Silicon-Valley-of-India types, but the older breed - figured out that if you put a few guys in 30-foot metal suits on the docks you could run damn near anything into and out of a city. So they started looking for soldiers with nothing to lose.

      I had nothing to lose. More importantly: I had nothing to gain. They had attached us to STS - Shikari Tactical Support. It was the closest I could be to those machines, so I took it, figuring I could at least participate, earn some glory; at least enough to sit down years later and tell tall tales of the day we marched alongside the gods.

      What dreams. When Tir II landed in Kashmir they sent six squads of us out to deal with it, plus one Vishnu. Tir saw us coming: there is no subtlety with a Shikari. The plan was for Vishnu to distract it while we clawed out way up the sides, took out its eyes, dropped munitions down its throat, and let the wet thump and the chunks of alien flesh tell the rest of our tale. Didn’t happen. Vishnu went after that thing with a vengeance, and all we could do was stand on a damn valley lip and watch as the god battled the demon. The clunk-thump of Vishnu’s main cannon made our ears bleed. Tir II hit the ground bleeding and screaming and the impact shook the mountains. There was no place for us in that fight. We crawled back like ants. On the way our scans picked up a training camp, crushed flat beneath a single Shikari foot. The last of the Jaish in that area, I think; Vishnu had finished what we started.

      There was no one incident, no great mistake. Instead there was sortie after sortie, mission after mission, and with each time we grew more and more useless. My squad went from being an anti-terrorism unit to a bunch of glorified mechanics. We had Jaipal, who we called Jumpy. His specialty was weapons. Kumar and Kabir - two identical twins, Indian mother, Sri Lankan father - they saw to armor and structure, testing frame stress, replacing hinges. We travelled as a crew, always hungry, always eager for our chance in the spotlight. Once I even got to see a Kali unleashed, ripping monsters apart with her bare hands, shrieking and breathing fire into the sea, and it was then that I really understood. There was no place for us anymore.

      There’s a reason that all the epics name the heroes and the gods, but the people who fight and die for them are just nameless numbers. That was us. Just the bit players in the new Mahabharata.

      I think in the end it was the warehouses that got to me. The endless darkness, stored away, yearning for a chance to be useful. The waiting. Then the sudden explosion - a brief chance to see the world outside, however dark; seconds to wonder at the lights, the cities, the demons themselves - and then back to camp we went, our usefulness ended. Sometimes we rode helicopters; sometimes there were armored cars to pick us up; but we were just janitors here. Our job was to set up the cordons, shout valiant greetings at the Shikari who brooded over us, and then fuck right off.

      A kind of gloom took over me. A strange lethargy, wrapped around me like an iron hand; and yet around it a restlessness, a yearning for something, anything. The world moved around me. I stood alone, exhausted, at its center. Had I been a shikari I could have done something, anything, but instead here I was, waiting in the darkness, listening to the slow cycling of engines.

      First came the mental fog, that slow surrendering of thought. Then, two months later, worse; I was charged of breach of duty, because I apparently sat there and watched a Vishnu blow himself up and I did nothing. I couldn’t even remember the battle. A year down the line I could barely move. My lethargy was infinite. I wanted nothing.

      My captain was an old man with that terrible comb-moustache and hard eyes. Rejected, he said, over and over again. No, the Shikari program didn’t need me. I had a job to do. And if I couldn’t.

      “Before you cause . . . further embarrassment,” he said. “I can give you one last mission. Make it official. Have you wired up with a suicide vest. Do some good for the country.”

      “No,” I said.

      “You have no choice,” he said. “You are a soldier. In this army. In this war.”

      “Then I quit,” I said. I’d never quit anything in my life before. It felt  . . . strangely empty.

      He gave me a blank, unreadable stare. “Return to your berth,” he said softly.

      In the end, it was my father who came through. I don’t know how he did it: a phone call here, a favor there. All I know is that before dawn the next day, I was kicked out of my bunk, marched out of the hangar, right to the gates. The soldiers opened them; miles of broken land and scrub stretched out before us. My captain was just outside, a bent old man smoking a cigarette.

      My status updated in my display. MIA, Missing in Action. Then my network access vanished.

      “You’re not the first, you won’t be the last,” said the old man. “Useless soldiers make others around them useless. Go. Go now and die in whatever way seems best to you. I’ve given you every chance. Tell your father Mohan is done coddling his son.”
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      I can’t tell you how long I wandered. A failed soldier going home when India needed us the most.  I knew I should have gotten back to my parents - but truth be told I couldn’t make myself go back. I ditched my gear, worked odd jobs, mostly bicycle repair. India is a country of motorcycles, and every village and every junction, those days, had a dusty little shop with a pile of half-rusted bikes outside and three grease-covered men inside screwing something onto an engine. I was one of those nuts. I worked in a two-bit town so nameless that you couldn’t find it on a map even if you wanted to.

      One day a man brought in a bike I instantly recognized - a Royal Enfield Bullet. An ancient design, built to jump out of planes in the second World War, left to India when the British withdrew; now a stolid, reliable workhorse of a bike, one of the few capable of handling everything India could throw at it. I spent a bit more effort than I usually put into it.

      The man who came to pick it up arrived in a long white Chrysler, kicking up fine dust. A floral print shirt stretched over an ample belly. Gold chains glistened on his neck. Two thugs got out with him - one swarthy and sweating in the heat, one pale and thin and unafflicted. Both wore white.

      “Bad customer,” said the owner’s wife, and bustled out of there as fast as she could.

      “So this is where my son ditched it, eh?” said the man with the gold chains, walking into the shop as if it were his. The owner cringed back. “Bullet? Black? That’s my property.”

      This was Bullet Vinay. Named for his love of his Royal Enfields, though that I found out much later. I stood up from behind the bike - I’d been checking the spark plugs. The goons had fanned out. I knew I could take them if I wanted to.

      A crowd was gathering outside. Bullet Vinay ambled to a halt in front of the bike.

      “Hmm,” he said. “I was told the tank was cracked.”

      “Fixed it, sir. New tank.”

      “Silencer.”

      “Also fixed, sir. No charge, sir.”

      He finally shifted his gaze to me. Pale eyes. Lazy until they become intense. That’s Bullet Vinay. “The way you are standing,” he said. “You look like you want to hit Tiger here.”

      Tiger was the swarthy man. “I don’t want to,” I said. “But if he moves any closer I will, sir.”

      Bullet Vinay laughed. The laugh seemed to go on forever. “Military man? Arrey, don’t tell me. You’ve done a good job on the bike. Violence, get it out of here.”

      The pale man moved forward, flicked me a smile, trundled the bike out of there. Bullet Vinay took off one of his chain slowly, ponderously, and with the air of an emperor giving a lordship to a lesser servant, he put it on the counter.

      “Military man,” he said, shuffling his vast bulk around. “When you want to make some real money, come see me. Bullet Vinay appreciates fighting men.”

      We watched the white Chrysler ride out of that dusty town. And behind it, purring smoothly, the Enfield Bullet.

      That was how I ended up in Chennai.

      Bullet Vinay ran a tidy operation. He was one of those people who Got Things Done. He worked for a local politician, doing the stuff that kept the campaign money going. The government had granted him - not in so many words, but wink, wink, nudge, nudge - three SRTS suits, second-generation discards from the special forces, as “bodyguards” - because in times of war you protected the people who Got Things Done. Bullet Vinay, in turn, made damn good use of the suits. Tiger, the swarthy man, operated one. Naan Violence - Kumar on the streets, but he really wanted to be called Naan Violence - piloted the other suit. By day they ran construction - nothing like an untiring 40-foot laborer doing the dirty work on a building for you, with the cops grinning and diverting the endlessly aggressive traffic around them. By night they ran “logistics”. Foreign currency, smuggled electronics, gold - a tidy little operation. Which left a third suit free.

      “We’re in the South, yar,” Violence said by way of explanation. “Who cares about the whims and wishes of a bunch of suits in Delhi? Tamil Nadu is its own beast. This is the right way to live, you know. If you play your cards right, do a bit of bargaining, you’re good, they’re good, everyone lives. Someone seems upset, you offer to talk to them -”

      Tiger snorted. “Like the time you offered to sit on the mayor’s house?”

      “All a part of the bargain, my friend. They all know the dance, know the outcome. This is just ritualized behavior, you know. Somewhere in the middle you meet, everyone’s slightly unhappy, and that’s when you know you have a good deal.”

      

      “They keep threatening to call in a proper Shikari,” said Tiger.

      “Nonsense. This is a city of ten million people, yar. The collateral damage will be huge. Enormous. Million dead. Very bad political optics. Besides, any Big One will get stuck in the damn river and we’ll end up charging extra to pull it out. They threaten, I offer to do up the municipal bunker for free, we go back to the way things were. Rituals, my friend, rituals.”

      And so on and so forth. Until one day, Mic Peter arrived. The limping cord of a man bent Bullet Vinay’s ear. There was big money in fights, he whispered. The film stars, the social scene, they really want some action. There were people willing to invest. Paint us in their colors, have us dance a bit - a few wins, enough to buy new suits, yes, there was plenty of scrap coming down the system now, enough to wire together anything Bullet Vinay wanted.

      Mic Peter’s operation drew a crowd, at least three new microshikari a month - some of them defectors; some from operations like Vinay’s; some replicas paid for by some Bollywood stars. They gave us names, painted us, built little local legends around us. I became Kubera, named for the god of wealth, one of the semi-divine yakshas who protected the world. Tiger was painted in the Tamil Eelam colores - they gave him the sigils of the LTTE, the terrorists who had fought in Sri Lanka for so long, made up a story about him being the last LTTE fighter. Only Violence kept his silliness, a pasty white microshikari that brought a bouquet of orchids to every fight.

      There was a line of sorts in Mic Peter’s operation. Tiger was the first to go, crushed under a second-generation suit - roughly my line, but with some hook-and-claw modifications I didn’t recognize. That pilot was mad, its battle-cry a stream of endless curses and screams, its armor painted the violent red and green of energy drinks. Violence was up next, and he taunted that bastard until it made a mistake and Violence snapped his neck and staked him to the ground with what was left of a lamppost. Violence went down a month after that to some Nepali Gurkha - long-knife, third-generation suit and all.

      And Mic Peter made millions, a good chunk of that sent straight to Bullet Vinay, who dutifully purchased the latest SRTS suits from the police and bought new warm bodies to fill them. While, we walked among the crowds; we let ourselves be touched and worshipped, cursed and praised, and died.

      And I got my chance at godhood.

      Little things like oil changes and hydraulics have, indeed, crept up on me. My engine sputters once every 713 cycles. My left shoulder throws sometimes. My sensors are not what they used to be. But in a land of dead things, I am alive, more alive than I’ve ever been.

      Ah, sister, if you could see me now.
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      In the ring, Chennai Bloodhound reeled. Its front looked as if someone has flayed it. The wide gash across its belly had stopped leaking - no more coolant left to spray. Its left arm was gone - the shoulder was all that remained, and in the center a red, tangled mass of wire. The Blade of Rajasthan had been methodical.

      The Blade itself had done well, surprisingly. Its face was a dented ruin: Bloodhound went for the head. The back had taken a pounding, and the right leg smoked a bit - servomotors burning, I think. But it was alive and waiting.

      A thin scream escaped the helm as the Bloodhound gripped the ring. Then it cut off and Bloodhound pushed itself upright one last time, stuttering - motors giving out, the load too much. A thick red ichor seeped out slowly around the broken hinges and the chest cuts.

      The crowd held its breath. An un-Chennai silence. The Bloodhound, the crowd favourite, the scrapper we had come to know and love, bowed and quaking before the blue-black menace with the scarred chainsword. The Bloodhound seemed to nod - a small movement, almost indistinguishable from the motor shakes, unless you knew what to look for.

      The Blade of Rajasthan blurred, extending itself in one perfect thrust, impaling Chennai Bloodhound. Chainswords ripped through the plate, through the metal beneath, bursting from the back.

      The crowd erupted. Cheers; wails; fake flower petals fell from the ceiling in their millions; a band started playing, the lights strobed, and Mic Peter scrambled into the ring, screaming with the rest of them. Bullet Vinay was gesturing angrily at a man in a dark suit; no doubt he had good money on the Bloodhound. Sonam had strolled right down, just in front of the ring, posing for an assistant who tried to beat back the crowd and take a photo of her at the same time. I stood up and made my way to the back.

      The seats and the crowds were only the front of the operation. Behind the stage there was courtyard, filled with emergency techs and shikarwallahs squatting and smoking the humid night away. Beyond them, a string of garages. Well, really old buildings that had once probably belonged to some fat government dignitary or the other, but when Peter’s people took over this place they stripped out the wood and windows and added poured concrete and steel cross-bracing.

      Chennai Bloodhound came in through the courtyard on a trolley pulled by ten men. Muscles strained in the night. The shikariwallahs threw their cigarettes aside and lunged forward, grinning. The techs jabbered and argued. Bloodhound’s parts would never make to the garage.

      I pushed them aside. One or two quick flicks, enough to crush a bone or three. The humans hung back, sullen and passive.

      I looked at the thing on the cart. Bloodhound was dying. They knew it, I knew it. The arms hung useless. The helm was broken: shattered skin and a broken face lay underneath. The chest leaked machine oil and blood.

      “He’s good,” said Bloodhound. “Bloody good. Angry fucker.”

      “I know.”

      “Ah. New people. I was in Assam Rifles.” One of the oldest paramilitaries in India, formed by the British in 1835, renamed, sent off to both World Wars, later deployed on the Myanmar border and in Sri Lanka. A storied legion.

      I pushed the trolley to its garage. Other metal hands joined me. White hands, white body. The mech called Channa - a generation ahead of mine, or maybe a variant, slender and with a sniper rifle mounted on the back. Channa never spoke, never fought in the ring: she was Vinay’s latest, and ran security for Peter.

      “My name,” said Bloodhound wearily and we pushed him across the humid night.

      “You have family?”

      “No,” said Bloodhound, and shook. “I can’t remember my name.” A sigh. “I can hear the sea outside.”

      We pushed him into his garage, a sad, empty space full of power tools and space parts. Channa looked at me, nodded, and went off to wherever her rounds took her, as graceful as a cat in the night.

      “This is it, then?”

      “This is it,” I said.

      Bloodhound tried to raise a hand. “Your fight tomorrow?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      It grunted. “Watch out for that sword. Keep your eyes on his shoulders. He leads with his left.”

      “I will, sir,” I said.

      And Chennai Bloodhound died. I watched the life drain from its eyes. And then it was just a pile of scrap and junk fashioned in the shape of a man - a crude Frankenstein. The throng of wallahs crept closer, cutting torches in hand. Flames, small and lively, sputtering at the ends of their tools. Insects come to claim the remains of Bloodhound.

      Channa put a hand on my shoulder. A shake of the head. No, not our fight.  So we watched them from the corner. They sang, these insects, some laughed, as they took fire to steel. The whole of it took place like an old ritual. The plates carted off, carefully; most of them would show up at Bullet Vinay’s house. The head - no, that would be a trophy. The engine - whoever scraped the blood and guts off it would see it to some autoshop nearby.

      Ah, sister, see what we have become. The dream bastardized. No glory, save for that moment in the circle.

      Would that be me?

      What else could await me but that now? After all. This was Chennai.
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      Back at the colosseum, Mic Peter stood ready to announce the next bout. The crowd had settled a bit. Bets had been resolved, a few fights outside, the appetizer had come and gone. Now they salivated for something more. Chennai didn’t run on just one fight. No, there was more.

      Me.

      Peter had spun a legend around me, of course. I was an elite commando, he said, last of my squad, sent out to single-handedly take down a demon. So badly damaged in the fight I crawled into an SRTS suit, and from then on lived like one of the Shikari themselves. What bullshit. I’d never had to terrorize anything more than a few armed thugs. I’d taken more damage from all the idli I ate. I was a fucking washout, a painted face, lipstick on a pig.

      But the crowd cheered. They stamped their feet. They wanted to see me. Wanted to see what the training and sacrifice of mine offered them as a spectacle. Not of the gods, but close enough for government work, as Vinay always said.

      The music pounded, hard and fast. One shot, that's all you got

      Take it right now, before you get lost, yeah

      One shot, that's all you got

      Write your own story, you control the plot, yeah -

      The ring had been reassembled faster than I would have thought possible for the crews here. A massive cage of steel wire and bars ran around the arena, standing higher than what even a Shikari-full could reach. My sensors registered a low but persistent current running through the construct. It wouldn’t do much to me. So why was it there?

      Mic Peter took the stage. The lights all died save for one, carrying the soft subtle glow of pale moonlight. It filtered through a few levels of intensity before settling on the right strength. The beam centered itself on Peter as he brought the microphone to his mouth.

      “Arrey, arrey! How about that fight with Chennai Bloodhound and the Blade of Rajasthan, ah? Ah!” He waited for the crowd’s response, going as far as putting a cupped hand to one of his ears. Mic Peter knew the applause would come.

      And it did, like a drubbed storm - beaten into life from stomping thunder and hailstorm clapping.

      Mic Peter played to them, waving in arm, motioning for them to be louder. Loud enough that the world outside Chennai would hear her cries for attention this night. They gave it to him before he cut them off like a conductor. A simple slash of his hand and it all died.

      Silence. He held onto it, toying with us all. He knew anticipation for the main event would only build the longer he stretched it, molded it into an unease and curiosity that would have the most patient of stones rocking back and forth.

      Once I felt the blanket of quiet couldn’t hold up any longer, couldn’t smother the anticipation of the crowd, he ripped it free with a grandeur and smoothness only he could command.

      “Tonight’s main event is on us. No refabbed dolls now - oh-no! No bits and pieces of Shikari. No! You don’t want toys now, do you?” He repeated the question, louder, turning in place to stare at the crowd.

      They screamed their response, their excitement at wanting something more. Something grander.

      “Arrey! You want a battle of gods and monsters? You want what spectacles light up your cell phones and television screens? You want Shikari and demons! You want the Bay of Bengal, horror and excitement! Monsters and gods here in Chennai tonight!”

      In another moment, another time - a human one - I could have appreciated Mic Peter’s crowd control. But there was a loud clank, and the fighter’s arch opened. The Blade of Rajasthan stumbled out. His fists clutching a tight bundle of chains that led into the darkness. A savage yank pulled him back. He pulled back, the chains snapped tight, and something screamed from the pit.

      I tensed.

      Clank.

      A step. Blade of Rajasthan tugged. Again. The outline of a jaw, teeth that gnashed, tongues that forked -

      Clank.

      And the demon unfolded from the darkness.

      I swear I jumped to my feet, shouting. We all did. Alarm; panic; a scream at the front and the audience fought to get away. Sonam, the actress, rushed past me, her bodyguards bouncing off my plate as one by one they tried to push me aside on instinct and realized what exactly they were trying to brush aside.

      “SIT DOWN!” thundered Mic Peter, cutting through the noise like a whip.

      By all the gods, a real, live demon. Starspawn. An actual alien, moon-born enemy, chained, trussed, brought here. So this was Mic Peter’s gambit. The man’s ambition truly knew no bounds. As the thousands of phones came out of the audience, I realized that the social media shares on this alone would double the crowd next month, nay, triple it, with Bullet Vinay smiling all the way to the bank. Now I realized what the electrified cage was for.

      “BEHOLD!” thundered Mic Peter, his voice rising to a fever pitch. “Look upon your enemy, eh! Look upon our enemy! Look upon those who would take our world from us! Our damnation - our malediction, Phatakaar!”

      And then I saw what I should have seen right at the start. This demon was crippled, barely fifty feet tall, a bizarre cross between lobster and arachnid. Far too many legs across a body tapered too thin to handle them. A grotesque set of mandibles that overlapped oddly, almost as if they had been an afterthought more than part of its original design. They rattled against one another, their alignment leaving them to grate violently.  Each of its legs visibly quaked under its awkwardly distributed weight. Its carapace carried the dull coloring of worn and unpolished onyx, still managing a subtle shine when it caught scant bits of the arena lighting.

      It was a giant, yes, but not one of the terrible giants that the real Shikari battled. Its lunges at Blade of Rajasthan were less a predator’s leap and more like shackled hobbles. Rajasthan hauled it, straining right to the edge of the case.

      “But,” came Mic Peter’s voice from the speakers around me. “In every age, in every legend, India has had its protectors. Every time the demons came our heroes came forth, too, striding out legend - STRIDING, I say - to do battle. And! Tonight! Ladies! And Gentlemen! I give you! Our hero!”

      The light snapped on me, blinding. The audience washed out in that glare. All I could see was the demon; Channa had joined the Blade of Rajasthan, and together, white mech and black manhandled the alien into the ring, cut the chain. It unfurled its extra limbs, those I hadn’t noticed properly.

      Pincers, armored in chitin, stretched out from the center of its chest. Free of the chains, they snapped at thin air. I saw the creature’s eyes swivel, focusing on the crab-like appendages almost as if it had forgotten them. It gnashed its off-center mandible again. I saw rows of serrated teeth, all sprouting at wrong angles like a chainsaw blade off its guide bar. Now that was troubling.

      A Misprint. The bastardized crosses in designs our enemies on the moon sometimes made. We don’t know what fuckery they used to make those demons, but every so often they churned out things like these - design experiments, maybe, hybrids between individual creature platforms that worked well enough in nature when left alone. Mixed, they presented problems. The failed prints were still dropped into our oceans as fodder. Some were unable to survive the rigors of the drops or strength of ocean swells. They died as soon as they met our waters. A shame this one hadn’t.

      There was a certain symmetry to this. A small demon, a runt. Versus me. The runt of our family in a line that stretched to Kali. Gods versus monsters, played out in the perfect microcosm. And audience waiting, captive in heart and mind. The answer of who would triumph between us.

      A hollow dread filled me. I stood up. I barely heard Mic Peter’s rehearsed monologue as he chanted the terrible sins of this demon. Buildings torn down, aye, people ripped from homes, children cut down where they stood, blood in its wake. I focused on getting down there. One step. Two. People threw flowers at me; garlands. I batted them aside. Sonam’s bodyguards, again caught in my path in the actress’s constant migration around the stage. One of them put a hand on me, made a fist, cheered. The music blared.

      As the beat pounds every ounce

      Of my effort pouring out, so you never have a doubt

      Do you like me now? Am I good enough now?

      Should I get more loud, till you hear the fucking sound?

      Backstage. The yard. The wallahs staring at me with their curious eyes. The arch that led to the underchamber that led to the stage.

      Beyond, I could see the ring, lit up; Mic Peter, outside, working himself up into that fine edge of manic and statesmanlike gravitas that defined a match; the crowd on their feet, roaring and hissing at the demon that prowled, snarling, in the cage -

      In the cage meant for me. I entered, knowing that once it shut behind me, only one of us would leave alive…

      At best.

      “ROUND ONE! FIGHT!”

      I surged first. Micro or not, the only way out of this was to come down like the old gods in the Mahabharata. Steel and thunder. I sent a heavy fist toward the center of its knife-lined maw, putting every ton of my weight behind the blow. The strike connected and chitin cracked around the monster’s mouth. Teeth split and enamel shattered as the beast staggered to one side.

      Phatakaar. So much for that. It crashed to one side, legs scrambling beneath its elongated body in hopes of righting itself. The crowd chanted. I closed in, intending to kick this frail and pathetic excuse into the ground.

      Phatakaar lashed out with two claws, swinging them like crude cudgels. Fast! So fast! Their bulk struck the side of my left leg and took the strength from me. I toppled to one knee as Phatakaar followed up with a succession of clubbing bows. The remaining pair of pincers slammed into the broad of my back, trying to bring me fully to the ground.

      I planted my hands against dirt and stone. Synapses burned, my mind churned, and the whole of me pressed against the earth to drive me back and away from Phatakaar. I rose to a stand and pivoted, bringing an elbow down between the demon’s twin stalks.

      The base of my armored joint struck home and cracked a portion of carapace like a jackhammer on concrete. It split, spider-webbing with cracks over a distance as large as both of my palms. Phatakaar wobbled in place. Stunned? Good. I intended to do far worse to it. I twisted at the hip, striking again for that break.

      At the last second, it seemed, the creature regained a semblance of clarity, in the space my attack moved, closing the gap between us, taking the brunt of my attack against one of its pincers. The remaining three weaponed limbs crashed against my torso and hip like flails. Each of them hammered me like stones on a sheet of glass ready to give away. I pivoted away; beat it back. The limbs crashed on me, relentless. I buckled. Down. Down to my knees.

      I barely swatted the next two strikes away, before the other pincer came, sending me staggering backwards.

      The bell rang.

      The cage opened. Two shapes, moving at lightning speed. Blade of Rajasthan and Channa, the white Shikari, rushed to restrain Phatakaar. Electrified chains once again bound the Misprint of a demon as it was pinned and fastened within the arena. Phatakaar shrieked in electrified agony.

      I barely noticed. I reeled back, stumbling, through the darkness of the fighter’s arches, far. From the clamoring and screams. From Phatakaar and the screams of the crowd. Bits of me pounded in confusion. A hammering that belonged in a man, not a shikari.

      That was not how it should have gone. Gods versus monsters played out in the smallest of form factors. It should have ended then and there. Microshikari, broken and refabricated, echoes of old gods, triumphant over a Misprint. I should have won.

      Fuck. My thoughts scattered. Bullet Vinay’s mechanics swarmed across me. An almighty banging ensued.

      I’m telling you: something else drove me that night. Perhaps Shiva smiled down upon me. Or perhaps Vishnu did. Or perhaps the pieces of me that were supposed to be shikari spurred me back to the ring.

      Mic Peter didn’t waste time with theatrics. He sliced upward with a hand, cutting through the air and noise with that singular motion. Everything went silent. And down came the hand.

      Round two.

      I exploded into the cage just as Phatakaar’s chains fell free. The impact of our crash shattered more of Phatakaar’s carapace, leaving me free to wound it further. I stiffened the fingers of my right hand into something like a crude shovel, plunging it through the crack with as much force as I could muster.

      Phatakaar’s carapace opened up like the shell of an egg. Inside was the softness, the weakness within. Before I could reach any deeper, getting to the heart of the monstrosity, it bucked and pulled away from me, visibly bleeding, great gouts of gore splattering the ring.  In sheer, blind panic, it seemed, it struck, as if seeking to bury me under the sheer flurry of maddening blows and their weight.

      And it worked.

      The first pass sent electrostatic bursts through my vision. Seconds later, I realized my cameras were off; perspective skewed. Input lag kicked in. Phatakaar washed over me with another series of clubbing attacks. A distant scrawl of data informed me more of my sensors had faltered. My left shoulder now registered as shattered - useless. No amount of commands would reach it.

      I staggered to one side once again. Arm up. Arm up. In case the Misprint try to bludgeon me as I recovered. I had acted in haste, like an idiot. I batted my good hand at the demo. Jab, jab - if I could get one good fist in there -

      I failed.

      It reached out, taking my limp arm at the bicep between one of its pincers. The claw shut, hard. It dug into the metal of me.

      I screamed - a primal thing that the crowd heard, responded to. I planted my feet and yanked, trying to disrupt its footing and smash my free fist into its face. Its weight tumbled away from me, but its grip never faltered. More of my arm crumbled under its pressure. It hit me again, and again, that unbalanced body unpredictable.

      A savage fury of sparks, my sensors giving out. One more pass of blows from Phatakaar. I reeled, suddenly unable to breathe. Visor. Visor. The cue must have been given for the round end, because metal hands - Channa - yanked the demon away from me, and I was left shuddering and stumbling backwards. Flipped my visor up. Gulped air. The roar. The crowd screamed. The speakers, horribly distorted, spat out their poison beat -

      Oh no, I'm losing my shit again

      Having a fit again, man, I'm forgetting when

      I used to have some friends, I used to play pretend -

      Visor down again. Better the darkness than the noise. I was on my knees. Where? Edge of the ring. The arches beckoned. The repair crew. A dark shape loomed through the haze. It was Blade of Rajasthan. His violet eyes glared at me. A focus point; I snapped to, the blurred crowd traded away. This close I could see every scratch on that helm - every inch of the punishment Bloodhound had meted out before he died.

      A hand clanked onto my shoulder. I stiffened. Rajasthan. I leaned on him. My arm, my actual flesh arm, I was sure, was pulped, mangled beyond recognition. I was being half-lifted, half-dragged to the edge, into the darkness, away from the noise. Hands reached for me, cutting torches - no, I batted them away. My suit was broken. The crew retreated.

      Something slapped me. Hard. I tasted blood in my mouth.

      “Your sister says to stop running,” said Rajasthan, locking violent eyes with me. It had a strange voice: guttural, but I couldn’t place it.

      “What did you say?”

      “Your sister,” said Rajasthan. “Your sister. Your sister. Your - your - your -” it stuck, like a broken robot caricature. The violet eyes dimmed. Then something rebooted inside: I heard it whine upward. “Time’s up. Go show them what you are. Or what you aren’t.”

      My one good hand must have been like a vice grip, because I pulled Rajasthan bodily toward me. “Show yourself,” I hissed at it. “Show yourself!”

      Lag. The violet eyes flickered. Then Rajasthan pushed me away and turned around, hunched, the back plates sliding apart. To show the pilot’s harness.

      Empty. No human arms in that frame. Instead a red-tinged hulk of metal, all lines and circuits. Parts of it badly cracked; other parts looking like they’d melted and run to slag. But at the core, that unflinching red dot. I knew what it was. And, judging by the faces of the mechanics around me, they did, too.

      A Kali core. One of the thirteen processor units that housed a Kali personality. Gods help us, someone had wired it into a SRTS suit. A little bit of Kali. Bloody hell. Mic Peter hadn’t been kidding.

      Rajasthan turned around. A forty-foot machine of war, violet eyes glimmering in the darkness.

      “How? You - you went mad -”

      “Madness runs in the blood.” The Blade of Rajasthan froze again. Again that reboot. Again that upcycle. Outside, the speakers blared.

      I tried lifting my arms. One responded. The other didn’t. I could no longer feel it.

      “One shot, that's all you got,” Blade of Rajasthan hummed, the harsh voice holding perfect time to the speakers outside. And then it clicked.

      The old song, her last message to me.  The head tilted. One arm lifted. Pointed at the stage. The roar of the crowd hid the words, but I didn’t have to hear Rajasthan to know what it was saying.

      One shot, that's all you got

      Write your own story, you control the plot, yeah.

      Phataakar shrieked, thrashing, attacking the cage. A Misprint. A mistake. Versus me. The misprint. The mistake.

      I staggered. Put up my one good fist. And stepped forward again, into the light.
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      S'cheth never believed she was extraordinary, despite all the promises. The events of her sixteenth birthday would reveal that every last word had been correct.
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      The ritual began the same as for any other. Meticulous braiding of her never-cut blonde hair, finished with beads in the family colors, scarlet and sapphire. A touch of color to emphasize her golden eyes and sharp cheekbones. Seven small jeweled studs marching up her left ear, drawing the eye to the point above. The donning of the ceremonial robe, shimmering purple like the daytime sky above.

      She walked alone across the central green space of the enormous transparent pyramid, the grass brushing her skin over her sandals. Six lines awaited her at the Synthesis Center: three for the upper caste and three for the lower, each separated by gender - Zher, Zhim, and Zhem. She’d been reassured that the joining wouldn't change her Zherness, regardless of the nature of those she was to merge with.

      S'cheth shared little other than a birthday with those around her. She was kept apart from and emotionally unable to connect to others and was unsure which was cause and which was effect. The adults said it showed her uniqueness. She knew it was an inability to relate. They read fairy tales; she read war histories from other civilizations. The adults said this made her superior.

      It made her lonely, for certain. Her only joys were her books, the physical and mental challenges the rearing circle assigned, and her companion kerreth. The empathic creature, too young still to have developed its telepathic abilities, was doubtless lying in the sunlight right now, whiskers twitching and long striped tail flicking in imagined conversations with others of its kind. To have bonded with one was rare, just like everything about her, the adults said.

      The adults said a lot, words that in the end conveyed nothing true.

      Truth lay within the gleaming white capsule before her. It held her destiny, whether she wanted it or not. The door hissed open, and an initiate stumbled out to be led to the recovery area by an attendant. S'cheth stepped forward, turned, and settled back against the reclined couch.

      Inside, a small voice whispered. "No, run, get away," but she could not obey. Because she was special. She'd been told.

      A needle pierced her skin, and liquid slush flowed through her veins. It numbed body and mind to the feel of the robotic laser scalpel slicing into her brain to deposit the remembrance chip containing the lives of past people. For most, it contained stories to share, experiences to preserve. But she was extraordinary. She'd been told.

      She stumbled out. Her body reacted to the attendant's touch without her volition, seizing the hand, bending it to drop them to their knees, and lashing out with a kick. Words were spoken with her voice but did not belong to her.

      "I'm S'konn, the ever-reborn bloody vindicator. When and where the hell am I this time?" Inside her mind, the acerbic tone remained, but was tinged with humor and understanding. "Hello, girl. Buckle up, we're a team now. And we've got beings to kill."
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      Her father paced. It was a thing he did when agitated, or when speaking at her about things he deemed important. The sterile white chamber she’d been escorted to by the solicitous yet wary attendant was doubtless another sign of her uniqueness. Most initiates were taken to holding areas filled with plastic chairs and people and noise while they coped with their ascension to adulthood. She had a bare bright room with only a desk and chair for the official, and a stiff couch for her and her mother. And her father, of course, were he not pacing.

      The Zhem behind the desk was the opposite of her Zhim parent in many ways. Tall and thin, where her father was average height and stockier than normal. Hair that matched the room, in contrast to her parent’s mottled brown that recalled the trees that had once flourished on her planet. Angular features instead of rounded ones. The list went on and on.

      S’konn’s growly voice inside her mind startled her. “And on and on. For feng’s sake, has your life always been this boring?”

      Her mother’s arm encircled her in an instinctive parental response to her flinch. S’cheth didn’t speak, not to the being who now shared her existence, not to her parent. Her father, though, had words in plenty, and was expelling them rapidly. His voice seemed to float in from afar and was unlike any sounds she remembered him making during the years of her childhood. He’d never displayed such aggression, such emotion at odds with the accepted behavior of the intellectual Zhim of the lower caste. They took great pride in the deliberate rejection of such base emotions, to be more like those above. “This was not what we agreed upon.”

      The Zhem’s voice was conciliatory, but admitted no blame. “There was no way to predict this outcome. The children given the privilege of possibly continuing one of the nineteen are, of course, more desirable vessels than the rest, but the vindicator traditionally appears among the Zhim, or rarely, the Zhem. This is the first known occurrence of an embodiment in a Zher. It is also exceedingly rare for a lower caste being to be chosen.”  Their choice of the word “being” was accompanied by the small cough the upper caste used when discussing those whose only enduring value was as a vessel for those from above. Even though if we weren’t here to perform the tasks they won’t, society would fail.

      The vindicator in her head laughed. It was a sound unlike any she’d heard from an adult, free of reservation or pretense. “Kid, society is on its way down with or without your people. Once its lifespan was measured in centuries. Now it’s measured in years.”

      She couldn’t focus as the Zhem continued speaking, her foothold in her own identity suddenly crumbled and untrustworthy. The moments that flowed over her lacked significance, like she was watching a scene play out from the back row of a theatre, present for the event but still disconnected from it all. “In any case, by the laws of the nineteen, you have the period of a single day from the time of the synthesis to wrap up your affairs with the vindicator and deliver him to The Centre. Er, her. Deliver her.” His expression communicated his uncertainty over the situation, but it was all irrelevant. S’cheth was no longer S’cheth, and never would be again. In the face of that reality, what did anything else matter?
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      The walk home was devoid of conversation. Her parents were already forgetting her, maybe. Or perhaps they didn’t know what to say to their child when the future they’d envisioned, planned, and nurtured her for had gone awry. Years of sacrifice to make her special, for the possibility that she might serve as a vessel for one of the nineteen. The likelihood had always been slim, but the trade was worth it: a promise of implanted upper caste personalities that would have earned them all access to that world. That loss would have been agonizing enough, to emerge from the capsule carrying someone other than one of the planet’s rulers, her opportunity for greatness vanished. But this, this was an entirely different level of failure. Not only had she missed her chance, she’d lost herself.

      She followed her mother and father into their home through a featureless door on a row with a dozen others, halfway up the eighty-story apartment block. The interior was shining white, the walls bare to allow the automatic cleaning systems to do their work, the furniture scarce but pleasingly formed and indelible in its extruded plastic perfection. It was the stereotype of an upper level, lower caste family dwelling. Her parents crossed to the small kitchen where her aunt was cooking, attended by S’cheth’s sisters, who were both many years away from their own transition into adulthood.

      She walked slowly to her room, but in her mind she was fleeing, running from all she’d experienced that day. She closed the door softly behind her and lay down on her bed. The kerreth jumped from its perch on the windowsill to land with a thud beside her. The feline creature had clever hands and used them to gently stroke her braids while it purred in her ear. Tears formed and fell, and it licked the ones on its side away before they could drop to the blanket.

      Time had lost its moorings in her world, divided into before and after and forever, and she had no idea how much had passed when the vindicator spoke to her again. “Listen, girl. I get that this is hard for you. I don’t remember anything before my last few incarnations, so I have no idea if it was ever difficult for me. But things are happening that can’t be stopped, so you need to control what you can.” Her eyes blinked without instruction as she stared at the ceiling, words and their meanings sliding off her brain like it was composed of the same impenetrable stuff as the furniture. But the tears slowed, then halted. S’konn continued, “In a bit your parents are going to come in here and tell you to prepare, and tomorrow you’ll be taken to the Nineteen. No way out of that. But when we arrive, there are choices to be made. Important bloody choices. Now, pay attention.” She lowered her eyelids and listened, trying her best to hold on to his words as they slid and slipped around her numb mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Centre was one hundred and ninety floors of gleaming metal from the wide rectangular base to the narrow meeting room far above, and was crowned with a representation of the Goddess of Prosperity. Her beaming smile and fleshy body moved in a constant slow rotation, hands extended to offer her delicacy-filled cornucopia to each part of the city over the course of a day. The mechanism’s timing was such that the statue would not face the same exact direction at the same exact time more than once in a month. It was the sort of subtlety that the nineteen embraced.

      Her passenger scoffed at the silver statue. “If there is a Goddess, she is far less generous to some than to others, despite what they want you to think.” They were his first words since providing a preview of the activities to come, the vindicator offering what privacy he could earlier in the day while she packed her things and said her farewells. The rules prohibited her parents from accompanying her, and she liked the idea that they would have wanted to if they could. The orange and black striped kerreth rode on the back of her neck, mostly hidden by her braids. It occasionally took offense to one of the dangling beads, knocking it aside with a swat of its paw. She hoped she’d be permitted to keep it.

      The new voice in her head let out a snort. “The days of asking others to approve of what you do are past, Cheth.” He’d chosen the name without consulting her, so apparently he didn’t feel the need to seek approval, either. “Have you made your decision?”

      “No.” Yes. She wasn’t sure how her passenger would react to her choice, so she held it protected in the corner of her mind where she’d always kept her secrets. The kerreth’s claws sunk into her neck as it sensed her sudden anxiety, and she forced herself to relax.

      “Either option works. One is just more difficult than the other.” The ornate doors at the base of the immense structure were open, giving the appearance of welcome. She stepped into the light outward airflow that kept external elements from sullying the center of government for the planet. Her footsteps echoed in the grandiose lobby, the hard soles of her sandals slapping on the polished stone. She’d worn her best formal robes, the pale yellow inner and humble jade outer garments bound with a scarlet sash that trailed down her right leg. Security personnel gave her a nod of acknowledgement and turned away, a judgment that she posed no threat. The vindicator’s laugh sounded in her mind.

      A Zhim in a form-fitting suit of black pants and tunic with an orange shirt like a slash at the neck strode toward her. His dark boots were as polished as the surface they trod upon. His mismatched eyes shifted down to her, the right a pale violet, the left the electric blue of cyber-enhancement. He had the vacuous look that the modified got when they were accessing information in virtual space, then it cleared, and he smiled. “This way, please.” He strode to a small lift around the corner from the crowded main elevators. It was a respite from the bustle outside, the closing doors blocking the noise away. The wood accents looked real, though such a thing was surely impossible given the scarcity of the material, and the padded walls enticed her to lean on them. She kept her spine rigid in the center of the opulent box as he announced, “Floor one hundred and eighty-five.” The box flew up the structure with barely a sense of motion, only the display panel revealing its ascent.

      He didn’t speak. She didn’t speak. But the voice in her head confided with a dark snideness, “Ah, The Centre. Of government, of power, and of those who seek it.” S’konn’s tone lost its venom. “Your moment of truth is coming, girl. Might be that you want to choose the easy path.” The kerreth nuzzled at her ear in response to her spike of anxiety. She reached up to run her fingers through its thick fur and envisioned the strategic setup of battlefields from the ancient conflicts she’d read about to bring her mind back under control. She sensed approval from her internal passenger.

      The doors slid open to reveal an exquisite chamber unparalleled in her experience. Light slanted in from the windows that made up the far wall to illuminate the dark fabric couches, the false-wood tables, and several pieces of statuary that were undeniably actual wood. Three trees rested in ornamental pots, and she walked toward them reverently, marveling at the life inside them. She’d never seen one in person, only images on a screen. The scent was the most unexpected part, tinting the space with an aroma that felt like health.

      Her escort chuckled from behind at her reaction. “Please take a seat. The Representative will be with you in a moment.” The title was reserved for the most recently re-embodied member of the nineteen, the duties of interfacing with those outside the ruling council intended to remind each of their responsibilities as they cycled through. She sat carefully on the edge of a chair positioned near the windows. The kerreth around her neck stretched as the sunlight warmed the hair cocoon it rested inside. Her mind was trapped in loops of denial, acceptance, fear, anger, and despair, each arriving quickly on the heels of the one before. Her fingers continued to stroke the creature. After an unknown interval, the man arrived again and gestured for her to rise and follow him.

      The Representative’s office was even more opulent than the waiting area. Identical windows cast light on two more trees, and the large desk he sat behind had real wood accents at the corners. A small block of it that looked to have been polished from years of touches lay near his left hand. The Zhim rested in an intimidating chair, high backed and heavily built, and stared at her over steepled fingers. On either side of the desk stood a pair of Zhem in the uniform of the Ministry for Science. The rest of the room was sparsely furnished, the thick brown carpet lush enough that she wanted to slide off her sandals and wiggle her toes in it, and the walls covered with beautiful items of art. If the statues, paintings, and ornamental weapons held a common thread, it was beyond her to identify it. She took a position across from the Representative, six feet away, and clasped her hands behind her back, gaze slightly lowered to acknowledge the Zhim’s superiority.

      The voice in her head was as unexpected as always. “Each representative replaces one of the nineteen items in the room when they take over. It’s supposed to ‘recognize what could be while embracing what is,’ whatever the seven hells that means.” He sighed. “Okay, here we go. Feel free to let me lead.” No. The easy path, as the vindicator named it, was to permit him to hold the front of her mind and give him control of her body during the meeting. I’ve already lost every future I had imagined. I will not sacrifice myself as well. He chuckled, reminding her that even her thoughts were shared, now. “It is your choice, girl.”

      The Zhim cleared his throat and filled his hands with the cube, turning it absently as he spoke. “Zher S'cheth, congratulations on your transition into adulthood.” She nodded, her face stone. “This is a most unprecedented moment. There has never been a recorded occurrence of the Vindicator returning to us so quickly. Nor of him choosing a Zher to do so.” She noted the careful elision of the words with the most meaning. Words like host, or vessel. Everyone treated the virtual rebirth of the Nineteen and the Vindicator as a great honor for the beings lucky enough to receive them. Special enough.

      He hadn’t stopped talking, so she focused her attention on his words. “… So, are you able to share how much the Vindicator has told you? How much he, uh, remembers?” She frowned and pictured her passenger doing the same thing. Wonder what he thinks the Vindicator might recall? A sense of unease and anger vibrated through her as the person in question reacted to the statement, or to her thoughts. He had promised he would not interfere with her choice, and continued to maintain that vow, leaving her on her own.

      She lifted and dropped her shoulders in a delicate shrug that revealed nothing. “He has not seen fit to give me any information at all. If I were to guess, he remembers only his name and title, just like the stories say.” Everyone knew that each of the Nineteen maintained an ongoing summary of their lives to review upon their return, recording their conscious thoughts each evening against the likelihood that their rebirth would result in the loss of some or all of those memories.

      His reaction was minimal, but she was good at reading people. The relief showed in the corner of his mouth, in the slight release of tension held between his eyebrows, in the resumption of his previous breathing pattern. “Well, then. My associate will take you to the vindicator’s chambers, which have been prepared for you. There you may complete the process of joining.” She nodded and followed the thin, blue-suited Zhem on the man’s left as she walked from the room. The view of their dark hair from behind was a reminder that the upper caste eschewed braids like hers in favor of short, neat styles that lacked any actual style at all. The kerreth slapped one of the beads bound in her decorated strands, as if in agreement.

      As soon as they crossed the threshold into the outer lobby and headed for a different elevator, the voice in her head returned with fierce intensity. “If they have the quarters ready, they’ve been waiting for my reappearance. Which suggests two things. First, that I must have transitioned beyond this existence while I was out on an assignment.” It made sense. If he’d been killed here, the chip with his memories would never have entered the common memory pool, but would have been directed toward someone of his, or the nineteen’s, choosing. And second, that something about that mission worries them. He chuckled. “Halfway there, girl. Something about the mission, or something about me.”

      The elevator was more utilitarian than the last, but still far nicer than any conveyance she’d ridden in before that day. The descent was quick, thirty floors, spanning those devoted to the Nineteen and the ten beneath allocated to security and service for the planet’s rulers. She fell into step behind the Zhem and emerged into a bare entry area with three sets of double doors. One led diagonally left, one mirrored it on the right, and the last was positioned directly ahead. Her escort opened them to reveal an expansive and comfortable living room with single doors leading in four different directions, the leftmost one open and beckoning. They crossed the threshold to find a tall, grey-haired Zhim in the same uniform as their guide. He stood beside a medical creche. S’konn whispered, “It’s the highest-end model this planet, or any we are aware of, can produce. Each of the Nineteen has one, plus a couple other individuals. They cost as much as a small starship.”

      He smiled thinly at their arrival and stammered as he spoke. “We are ready to proceed.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “Did you know the vindicator before his transition?”

      The scientist appeared to shrink at having been directly addressed. “N-no, I did not. I am here because I am an expert in the operation of this unit. An expert must always be present for the joining. Always.” He seemed to be reassuring himself that his presence was necessary.

      She nodded and advanced. Her escort stayed put, looming behind as S’cheth removed the kerreth from her neck and placed him on a nearby chair, where he walked once in a circle before sitting and staring at her, vertical pupils pulsing gently as it focused on the different objects in its field of view. She stepped onto the footpad and leaned back, and the machine whirred as the transparent sheath descended, just like it had before her old life had ended to be replaced by this one. The needle slipped into her arm, and chemical warmth and contentment spread through her, signaling the start of the process.

      It had all been exactly as her passenger had warned her it would be. The false concern that failed to hide their view that her only value was as a vessel for one of their own. Of course, she would allow the vindicator to emerge and step forward, subsuming her own personality in favor of him. It was her role, to serve the greater good. Again and again, she’d been told. So, when he had explained the situation, the revelation of an option had come as an absolute shock. He’d sounded disgusted at the mention of the stories. “Of course they want you to believe sacrifice is a virtuous act. But it’s only worthy if the purpose requiring the sacrifice is noble, and the Nineteen sure as feng don’t seem noble to me. If you let me take over, it’ll be easier for you. Hosts that have made that choice slowly fade, and have appeared content.” She pictured him shaking his head. “But they were either bred to continue the Vindicator, or stupid, or weak-willed, or all those things. You are different.”

      Hearing those words from him, echoes of her past life, had summoned unstoppable tears. He’d waited in silence until they’d subsided and she had mustered courage enough to speak. Will it hurt if I decide not to? She felt pride at how calmly she’d asked. “It’ll be painful either way. You won’t notice it if you’re fading.” Her question had been about the joining process, but somehow she didn’t think his answer had been. How do I do it? She pictured shoulders shrugging on a silhouette. “That, I truly don’t remember. But I would guess it’s simple. Surrender, and fade. Fight, and consign yourself to fighting forever. Because that’s what the vindicator does.”

      A new sound entered her awareness as the equipment amplified the chip, making his whisper into a shout. “Choose. Now.” With an internal scream, she made the only possible choice.
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      Returning to consciousness was like a meandering walk along a path she couldn’t see, which turned every time she neared her destination. When she finally rejoined reality, the Zhem was at the side of the large bed in the unfamiliar bedroom. He whispered softly, respectfully. “Vindicator?”

      She was a voyeur in her own brain as her voice spoke with an attitude she’d never possessed. “Who the feng else would it be?” The words came out gravelly, her throat still raw from the demanding process of the joining. “Get out.”

      The Zhem scolded her. “The Nineteen will not be pleased. They insist that-”

      S’konn cut him off. “The Nineteen can bloody well wait. I’ve just taken control of this, this weak child, and I need time to figure it out. I’ll see them after a night’s rest.”

      He blustered, “Surely not.”

      She shouted, “Tomorrow!” and he bustled from the room. Several seconds passed, and then her passenger laughed in her head. “Good work, Cheth. He’ll tell the others that you tried and failed to resist the joining. It fits your story well. Since you’re special.” She’d guessed he was now aware of all sorts of things about her, but had no idea how he knew that. Presumably, there was involuntary sharing going on. But it didn’t matter. None of it mattered. She wasn’t S’cheth anymore. Maybe she was what he’d named her. Maybe she was something else. But the past had surrendered to the present, and it was time to look to the future.

      When her arms threw the covers aside and the rest of her rose out of the bed, it was the strangest sensation she’d ever felt. He’d told her that they’d share control, that eventually their personalities would negotiate the boundary that separated them in a way that would make sense to both body and mind. She exited the room into the large central area, then headed for the armory. She’d never been there, and yet it was entirely familiar. The walls were painted a deep scarlet, and implements of war stood on stands or were hooked to the wall. To the left were hand to hand weapons, directly ahead armor from various eras and multiple worlds, and to the right the technological tools of death the vindicator had collected over the centuries of his continuance.

      They paid the items no attention, focused on a terminal mounted in the rear corner. She lifted her hands to the keypad and tried to type, but couldn’t remember the password. She slipped to the back of her mind and watched as S’konn made her fingers dance in an unknowable sequence. Then another person was staring out of the screen and speaking the vindicator’s words out of a different mouth. “Okay, whoever you are,” it said, “buckle up, because I’ve got a story to tell you.”
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      While the recording had played, S’cheth had sunk to the floor in dismay with, her back against the opposite wall, like she was trying to get as far away as she could. Her body folded in upon itself as revelation followed revelation. The message ended with a sardonic grin accompanying its final words. “If you’re watching this, I must be dead before my time. Try not to end up the same way.” The warning echoed in her mind, but her passenger was silent, and the combination of exhaustion and unexpected information overwhelmed her senses, sending her to sleep.

      She awoke stiff and sore from a night on the hard floor exactly one hour before she was to appear before the planet’s rulers. She discovered the shower and performed her morning ritual, then found the closet. It was filled with clothing appropriate for a Zhim, which was to say, not proper for her. S’konn laughed at the concern. “Girl, whatever you want to wear is now appropriate by default. You are the Vindicator.” Even after she’d dressed in the dark pocketed trousers, the heavy boots, the greenish-black top, and the grey military-style jacket, the figure in the mirror still looked like her, not like someone important. Not like someone who should be speaking with the Nineteen. Her stomach quavered, and she decided that waiting until after the session to break her fast might be a good idea.

      The top of the building held the meeting chamber for the ruling council, and her elevator conveyed her to it in silence. The Zhem who had been to the Representative’s right the day before was revealed by the opening doors, and he gestured wordlessly for her to follow. Except for the surface under her feet, this level was all glass, some clear and some frosted with designs artistic or functional. A transparent canopy above gave the impression that the rooms were open to the outdoors. A graceful translucent arc before them separated the lift from the rest of the space, and as they approached it, a portal appeared to permit entry.

      The planet’s rulers sat at a semicircular table on a riser that put them above her eye level. Her Zhem escort guided her into position and departed without a word. Seated in the closest seat on the left-hand side, the Representative gazed neutrally at her. The center was occupied by the most senior of them. That Zhim was entering what would likely be his last decade, from what she’d overheard the adults say, and his bald head, white beard, and the slight tremble in his hands showed his age. One of the seats on the right-hand side was unoccupied, and her passenger’s interest in the empty chair vibrated through her, causing the kerreth to tug at her earlobe in a gentle reminder not to disturb his rest.

      When the oldest of the Nineteen spoke, his voice was thin and wavering. “Vindicator. You have returned.” She couldn’t tell if he was angry or simply condescending.

      S’konn weighed in abruptly, breaking into her thoughts. “Angry. That seat shouldn’t be empty. Something’s going on here. Be ready.” The offer to step back and let him handle it, the way he had with the ID code, was implied but unspoken. That choice had already been made, but like he’d warned, it appeared she’d have to repeat it again and again.

      S’cheth replied, “I have. And about bloody time, too. How long was I gone?”

      The senior stroked his beard, which descended in healthy waves to his chest. “Six months. We’ve been anticipating your rebirth since you disappeared.”

      S’konn’s tone was filled with urgency. “That means they didn’t intentionally put me back into the pool. So, I died somewhere they couldn’t find me, and my chip wound up in the mix. Interesting.” He slid into the front of her brain to take control of her voice. “Where’s your friend?” Her head nodded at the empty chair.

      “That’s why we’ve been eagerly awaiting your return, Vindicator. She’s dead.”

      “Is her successor not ready for the joining?”

      “There will be no joining. She was murdered, and her chip destroyed. We want you to find out who did it, why they did it, and repay the act in kind.”
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      The Zhem returned and escorted her down eight floors to the crime scene. The incident had occurred in the woman’s living room, a wide space with a large entertainment display on one wall, several couches, and three separate reading chairs in different parts of the space. It was all in browns and dusty reds, with some lightly saturated yellows and oranges as accents. S’cheth had to suppress a retch as her eyes traveled over the figures of the woman and her guards, which were all as fresh as if they’d arrived moments after the attack. The Zhem proclaimed, “These are exact replicas of the bodies, which were scanned in place and reproduced to await your arrival.” She let out a relieved breath. The copies were uncanny, and the smell of blood and death permeated the air.

      S’konn supplied, “Also fake.” He sounded annoyed. “Tell the tool to screw off.”

      She plastered a gentle glare on her face and turned to the Zhem. “Leave me. I have work to do.”

      He nodded and withdrew, pulling the doors that separated the room from the elevator area closed behind him. She and S’konn moved through the apartment together, investigating everything other than the murder scene first. The Zher’s chambers were spotless and well-decorated, if a little less minimalist than the Nineteen were reputed to be. Her shower was the size of S’cheth’s bedroom at home, and the bath could have accommodated her whole family. The reality of the Nineteen doesn’t quite match the stories of their beneficence.

      The vindicator made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a grunt of pain. “No. And this is probably the least of it, based on what I remember and what past-me said.” The recording had spun out a tale that was, on the surface, simply reminders of events in the vindicator’s prior life. Underneath, one could sense warnings and suspicions, and both S’konn and S’cheth had done so. Her hands examined each body quickly and thoroughly, finding nothing other than what they already knew. Three guards killed by beam weapon blasts. The Zher dead, her flesh repeatedly slashed with something sharp and a hole drilled into her head to excise her chip. Her fingers traced the damage, and suddenly she was standing and striding toward the working office in the apartment. She sat down before the display and interface, then looked around. What are we doing here?

      The vindicator’s impatience was obvious both in his darting gaze and in the tone of his speech. “There were two wounds that were postmortem, in a pattern that I’ve seen before. I can’t quite remember where, or why it’s significant. What I do recall is that the last time I saw them, there was a secret hidden in the house’s office.” She laughed. So, you’re thinking someone left you a message on the body? Like, you have a nemesis or something? She’d read histories where powerful people had become fixated on one another, to the extreme detriment of those they led. “Maybe, girl. Who the feng knows? Clearly my chip lost some stuff before being put back in the pool.”

      Once the biological systems that supported the technology failed, the memory chip degraded quickly. Reimplanting it was impossible after a certain point. She felt the smile blossom on her face, and her body rose, reaching for a slightly discolored area high up on the wall. S’konn cursed when she couldn’t reach it. “Why aren’t you taller?” They dragged the chair over and climbed it to retrieve the item hidden behind the patch. It was a small piece of plastic with an address stenciled on it. Your nemesis isn’t very secretive if he’s leaving his location lying around. Her partner scoffed at the notion. “Somewhere only I, or someone with similar knowledge, could find it. It’s not just secretive. It’s an invitation.” She knew without asking that they wouldn’t refuse the overture.

      They had selected weapons, made up a story about where they were going, and left the building as quickly as possible. Riding along as her body strapped on guns, spare charges, blades, and armor had been an unreal experience. She’d stayed in the background, as her hands needed to do things they’d never done before, but vowed to practice until she got it right. S’konn had approved. “Good girl. Now you’re getting it.” The people on the street parted before them as they strode toward their destination, recognizing that something different and dangerous was present by her clothes, or her stance, or maybe even her aura. She’d been told she was special; for the first time, it felt like she was. S’konn replied to the thought with disappointment in his voice. “You didn’t become special. You were already special. Everyone is, despite what the Nineteen might have you think.”

      She was surprised at the vehemence in his tone, but they arrived at their destination before she could puzzle out the meaning behind his emotional response. They’d been invited to an old apartment block. S’konn’s words came out of her mouth. “Feng. I recognize this. We need to go around the side.” Great, now I’m talking to myself out loud. He laughed in her voice. “Girl, it gets much weirder from here, believe me.” Down a small flight of stairs was a dented blue plastic door. A standard ID lock waited beside it, and his fingers did their thing again to open it. He strode through like he owned the place, and she followed cautiously after.

      Harsh lamps switched on above in response to their entry. The space had probably been a storage or maintenance area at one time, but was now something else. A work bench with scattered electronic components rested against the right wall, and the left held a display and interface in standby mode. Between them was ten feet of empty space. When the lights had reached full intensity, the room was revealed as a long, narrow rectangle. A small stove was positioned near the workbench, and the back wall held a dresser and a bed. A figure sat up with a groan and rubbed his face. S’konn spoke, clearly shocked. “Holy feng. It’s me.”
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      The man on the bed had laughed and risen, opening a panel in the wall to let a table fall out of it, then told them to pull crates up to sit on. Each move he made communicated pain, and his voice was a harsh rasp that burbled just a little, suggesting something was wrong in his lungs. He chuckled despondently. “So, you have questions.”

      She nodded. S’konn was apparently busy processing this revelation, so she was in charge. “How are you still alive, if I have his chip?” The only way for a chip’s information to pass on was removal, which killed the host. She’d been told, and the stories agreed.

      “That is the question, isn’t it?” He leaned back. “Turns out, a lot of what the Nineteen want you to believe is not strictly true.” He lifted the brown hair that drooped over his forehead to show a small scar. “With the right technology, they can be removed.”

      “Why?” She felt approval from S’konn.

      The Vindicator - former Vindicator - laughed. “And that’s the other question. I’ll give you the simple version. First, the Nineteen are controlling bastards who are solely concerned with their own power and position, regardless of what they tell you.” He reached back to the dresser next to his bed, extracted a tall bottle of amber liquid, and took a drink. With a sigh, he wiped off the top and slid it across to her. “Second, there is a group dedicated to making sure that doesn’t work out for our rulers much longer. They’re the ones who did this.” He pointed at his head.

      She nodded and lifted the container to take a small sip. It burned all the way down to her stomach but filled her with a pleasant warmth as he continued his tale. “Before I allowed them to remove it, before I was even aware of their existence, I had serious doubts. The orders I was given seemed less about keeping our people safe than about gaining an advantage. I was always dispatched before important negotiations to eliminate someone on the opposite side. The leaders told me this was how it worked, that the others were trying the same thing.” He shook his head and winced as something pained him. “It didn’t seem right to me. So, I investigated a little, you know, around the edges.”

      S’konn laughed inside her mind. “Sounds like me so far.” Shush.

      The Zhim shifted his position with a groan, leaning forward to stare into her eyes. “I discovered the resistance, and they showed me all sorts of interesting things. The Nineteen detected my doubts somehow. My last official mission was to assassinate a ruler’s consort. When I got to the planet, soldiers were waiting for me, and suddenly I was wounded, and my ship didn’t work anymore.” He sounds sad.

      Her passenger replied, “Everything he believed in turned out to be a lie. Wouldn’t you be sad?”

      Their host lapsed into a coughing fit, but eventually regained his composure. “So, I won’t tell you the story of how I managed to evade them. I stowed away on a ship headed in this direction, then another, and finally made it back. I stayed in hiding, hooked up with the resistance so they could take my chip, and then embarked on a new series of missions. Unfortunately, the nineteen-times-cursed woman’s guards got in some shots, so my spree will end at one.”

      She had so many questions. His revelations were so far beyond her experience she didn’t know where to begin. S’konn, who she’d have guessed would be up in front with his own observations and requests, was silent. She opened her mouth to speak when the Zhim shot up. “Feng. You were followed.”

      The door burst open and control officers flowed into the room, beam rifles raised, the thunder of their shouts crashing over her as she dropped to her knees. Her eyes were locked on the Zhim’s face as a lance of energy obliterated it, blasting through to scar the wall behind him. Everything seemed in slow motion as he collapsed, and she fell from the front of her mind to the back. Her blood turned to fire, and the universe became a blur of violence and noise.
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      The vindicator who had formerly been S’konn and the Zher that had formerly been S’cheth stepped through the even more dented blue door. She was covered in sweat, dirt, and blood. Memories appeared in her vision like aftershocks, frozen images of aggression that once she would have found horrific. The crucible of the battle had fused part of her with part of her passenger, preserving her own being while permitting him full access to their body, the union allowing them to survive the onslaught they’d faced.

      Her left hand swung a baton she’d taken from the shattered limb of one of those who sought to kill her, and her right was wrapped around the grip of a beam rifle. There were five beings in front of her, four unfamiliar. The Representative himself came to oversee killing you.

      Dark laughter resonated through their mind. “And to oversee killing you, partner.”

      Their enemies were in motion, backpedaling toward the armored vehicle that had delivered them, mouths open in shock and dismay at their appearance. She was sure the white teeth her grin revealed in her dirty, bloody, sweaty visage looked entirely threatening. Their rifle swept left in a rising arc, hitting the pair on their right in the legs, wounding the Representative in the hip, and striking the chest armor and head of the two that remained. The officers struck below the waist mastered their shock and returned fire.

      The defensive vest they’d taken from a dead officer absorbed the incoming beams as they charged the one whose own had done the same. The baton smashed into his helmet, cracking it and sending the pieces flying, then their backhand strike cracked his skull. They skipped to the side and pistoned their right foot out, the heel connecting with the knee of the nearer officer’s wounded leg. Their target dropped with a howl, and they stood eye to eye with the last, who was struggling to bring his rifle up fast enough.

      They knocked it away with their own. S’konn faded, leaving her in complete control of the moment. Since their fusion, the combat moves had felt natural to her, like she was recalling them after a period of disuse. She smiled. “You can’t kill me. I’m special. Been told so all my life.” S’cheth whipped the baton forehand at his temple, breaking the forearm he raised in a block with an echoing snap. He cringed and dropped his weapon, holding his working arm up in surrender, and she shook her head as her rifle came in line with his nose. “You chose to be here.” Just like I did. "You’ve earned the consequences.” After a moment’s consideration, she shrugged. “But I guess you’ve just made a different one. Nice to have such an opportunity. Start running.” He struggled to his feet and pelted into the distance.

      She turned to regard the Representative, who had been moaning from his position half-in and half-out of the vehicle since her first shot. His eyes were wide, a trapped animal sensing the approach of a predator. He held up empty palms, pleading, “We can talk about this. It wasn’t my idea. I have to serve the will of the Nineteen. It’s my role, just like it’s yours.”

      S’konn had returned to an even position with her, and he provided their reply. “Yeah, the thing about roles is that they’re always set by other people. We’ve decided to create our own.” Their finger tightened on the trigger and a lance of coherent energy stabbed through his eye, forestalling any further complaints. They maintained the attack until his head was gone to ensure the chip with his enduring memories was destroyed.

      Stillness filled the air, the purple-tinted light filtering down through scattered clouds above casting the scene in stark clarity. Their kerreth, which had vanished at the start of the battle in the basement, sauntered out of the shadows at the side of the building and leapt to their shoulders, nuzzling under their hair. They stroked it absently, then focused in on the task at hand. Their body went about its movements automatically, stripping all the officers’ bodies of useful items and piling their remains into the vehicle. The being that had been the Representative was the final addition, in position above the rest for the last time. A low whine emanated from the altered rifles they’d placed among the fallen.

      They heaved the string of pouches containing the equipment over their shoulder, then walked away into the deserted streets that bordered the property. Behind them the overloading weapons’ noises reached a crescendo before exploding in a blast of energy that left a scorched hole in the ground and small fires all around it. When the noise subsided, S’konn chuckled. “Well, that was a good first mission, girl.”

      She nodded, and spoke out loud, simply because she felt like it. No one nearby to see me talking to myself, anyway. “What now? Return to the Nineteen, play our assigned role and secure the safety of the planet?” The sardonic twist to the last words gave her opinion of the idea.

      “Return to the Nineteen, yes. We’ll pretend this never happened, and they can’t admit to it without betraying their secrets, something they’ll never do. We’ll watch our back and do the jobs they assign us while we wait.”

      “For?” She knew the answer but needed to hear her partner say it.

      “An opportunity to take on our real mission. Only sixteen of those fenging bastards left.”

      The ever-reborn Vindicator nodded with a wide grin. They were special. They’d been told. And soon the remaining rulers would understand that the sixteen-year-old S’cheth they thought they could use, and the ageless S’konn they thought they’d sent to his death, were no more. In their place was something that would spell their doom.

      Something special, in ways none of them had ever imagined.
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      Imperial Embassy – Planet Zujan

      Commander Laila “Tempest” Rose noted the red light on the door panel of the ambassador's secure holoroom. Well, the ambassador’s secretary said it was an emergency. She shrugged and knocked.

      “Enter.”

      Ambassador Thomas Paddington sat alone with a real-time image of the star system floating above the room's table, a grave expression on his face. He gestured toward a chair and started speaking before she sat.

      “The Ministry sent me an urgent report. The Rand Horde has made the jump into Zujani space and will invade the planet. Imminently.”

      Sweat formed on the back of Tempest’s neck, and the burn scars along the side of her face grew tight. Another battle. A new war.

      “Do the Zujani know?”

      “They do, and they have requested our help. That’s where you come in.”

      “I’m ready, sir. I just need a fighter.”

      Ambassador Paddington shook his head. “While your heroics in the skies are well known, there will be no fighting. The Empire does not have any resources available to mount a defense. Frankly, we’ll be lucky if our rescue craft arrives in time to assist our own citizens. The Zujani are on their own, but even so, they are determined to help the Empire in our campaign against the Horde.”

      Laila gritted her teeth but quickly brought herself under control. “No disrespect intended, sir, but this doesn’t make any sense. The Zuj never hurt anybody. They sit out here on the edge of the galaxy and have no strategic value to the Rand. More importantly, they’re our allies.”

      The ambassador continued. “I agree with your sentiment, Commander, but you are partially mistaken. The Zujani possess incredible intelligence about the space beyond the Veil. They are prepared to share this knowledge with us, both to help us and to keep it out of Rand hands. You and two of our embassy Marines will go to the Zujani Vaults and retrieve the secure datacore where this intelligence resides.”

      Laila sighed. “I understand, sir. We’ll make it happen.”

      “You depart immediately. And Commander, I don’t have to tell you that sometimes sacrifices must be made in war.”

      To his credit, he managed to not look at the burn scars on her neck as he spoke. She touched them self-consciously anyway.

      “No, sir. I only want to see the other guy sacrifice for his cause.”

      “Good. Don’t be a casualty in this. Get the core, and get yourself and your Marines to the evacuation site at the stadium. I expect to see you on that ship. Now, get out of here. I have several hundred Imperial citizens to evacuate and very little time. There will only be one ship, Commander. Don’t miss it.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.”
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      Three stories below ground, Laila exited the elevator and stepped into the embassy’s garage. Two marines, Sergeant Singh and Corporal Cole, waited for her in full battle-rattle.

      Singh, a squat, dark-skinned Marine with the chest and shoulders of a pitbull extended Tempest’s tactical vest as she approached. His white teeth gleamed in the abundant artificial light of the garage. “Gunny O’Loughlin already told us what’s going on, ma’am. We’re ready to roll.”

      She accepted the vest and pulled it on. “Tell me something, Singh. Why are you smiling?”

      “Embassy duty is a great way to meet girls, but you never get to shoot at anything. So, today is kinda the best of both worlds.”

      Singh reminded Laila of another young Marine. She’d never gotten his name, but he’d braved the flames and dragged her smoldering ass from the wreckage of her fighter two years ago. She’d made a slightly-too-close strafing run on a Rand attack vehicle that had the Marines pinned down and paid the price.

      Totally worth it.

      “Whatever gets you up in the morning, Sergeant.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Singh kept smiling.

      Corporal Cole, a fresh-faced farm boy with close-cropped blond hair, offered Tempest a bolt-pistol in a thigh rig. She accepted the sidearm, cleared and loaded it, and strapped it to her right leg. “And what about you, Cole? Are you excited about this little mission of ours?”

      Cole hesitated and his lips puckered. “I have to agree with Sergeant Singh, ma’am.”

      “That you want to shoot people?”

      “No. But embassy duty is a great place to meet women. My fiancée is Zuj, and if the Rand think they’re going to come after her and her people without a fight, fuck ‘em. I want to hit the bastards somehow.” Corporal Cole then tugged Tempest’s vest and rig to make sure they were properly secured. “We’re ready when you are, ma’am. We’ve got the FP-10 over there.” The corporal jerked his thumb toward one of the embassy’s cruisers.

      Tempest loved the FP-10. It was normally used to ferry high-risk VIPs around and was built for battle. It flew like a light fighter, was armored like a tank, and looked like a luxury vehicle that could carry eight passengers. The damn thing had 360-thrusters and incredible vertical maneuvering. It was like flying sex.

      “I’m driving.”

      “Aye aye, ma’am,” the Marines responded in unison.
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      The Zujani capital was a sight to behold. Their ability to craft structures from glass was the envy of the galaxy, and they took well-deserved pride in their buildings’ beauty. Tempest and her two grunts were halfway across the crystal city when the incoming orbital fire began.

      The first round streaked down like a pagan god’s lightning bolt. Tempest watched it cut across the horizon before it slammed into a hundred-story glass tower, flinging shards outward in a swarm of glittering shrapnel. A dozen more bolts followed in its wake.

      “That’s not good.”

      Singh, in the co-pilot’s seat, peered through the windshield. “Nope.”

      Corporal Cole leaned into the cockpit to get a better look outside. “Ma’am, may I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why are you smiling?”

      Am I? I guess so.

      “I didn’t realize how much I missed flying. The embassy usually makes me take a chauffeured vehicle, so I look more…dignified.”

      Cole snorted. “Okay. But the sky is literally raining Rand missiles right now, and we are flying through it. Shouldn’t you be a little nervous?” As if to emphasize his point, another Rand missile streaked by and exploded off their port side.

      “No.”

      Tempest could practically hear the Marine’s eyebrows raise.

      “Why not, ma’am?”

      “You’re infantry, right, Cole?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Let me put it this way. Big sky, little missile.”

      Tempest caught Singh nodding out of the corner of her eye. Cole sat back down.

      “Okay, that works.”

      Singh chuckled. “Congratulations, ma’am. You now speak fluent Grunt.”

      Tempest laughed. “Don’t you dare tell anyone, Sergeant. I have a reputation to uphold. Now, Cole. Keep my mind off of our impending doom and tell me about your fiancée.”

      “Well, she’s kinda brilliant. And really beautiful. She’s working on a book for the Museum of Zujani History. She knows all about other planets and stuff.”

      Singh jumped in. “That’s good. That way she can support your ass when you get kicked out of the Corps for having an unapproved fiancée.”

      “She’s worth it.”

      The corporal continued to chat animatedly, and Tempest settled into the rhythm of flying.

      But just in case the math wasn’t on their side, the commander pushed the throttle forward as far as it would go.
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      The FP-10 hauled ass for the Vaults. The secure information facility was on the opposite side of the city, which was a smart move since most of the spies were in the Embassy District. This meant Tempest had to carve a path through incoming missiles, outgoing artillery fire, and every damn vehicle that had started darting around the city like a swarm of angry bees.

      A plan formed in the commander’s mind. “Sergeant Singh.”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “We aren’t going to have much time when we hit the deck. Call ahead and let them know our ETA and the type of vehicle we’re in. Then get yourself and the corporal to the rear hatch and be ready to roll out as soon as I touch down.”

      “Check.” Singh immediately began tapping on the control console in front of him. “Confirmation received. Let’s go, Cole.”

      The two Marines unstrapped themselves and went to the rear of the vehicle. Tempest looked over her shoulder and saw them at the hatch. Cole had his hand on the emergency release. Perfect.

      The volume of incoming Rand missiles picked up. Tempest pulled up to avoid the blast waves and debris from the impact sites.

      The Vaults came into view ahead. “Thirty seconds,” she called back.

      “Thirty seconds, aye,” Singh and Cole answered.

      The Vaults were beautiful. Laila had always admired their soaring spires and the painted-glass minarets that sat atop them like arrowhead-shaped jewels in the sky. The Zuj made everything look pretty.

      “I hate the Rand,” she mumbled as she searched for a place to land. She spotted an area that had been cleared right in front of the giant crystal doors that controlled access to the Vaults. A squad of Zuj security troops kept the landing area clear of other personnel.

      Always nice to have reserved parking.

      “Hang on, I’m going to come about.”

      Tempest flew in as fast as she dared, swept wide to the left, and then brought the FP-10 around 180 degrees. She landed hard right in front of the doors. Cole threw open the rear hatch as the commander scrambled out of her seat.

      The two Marines took up positions on either side of Tempest as she exited the vehicle.  A Zujani officer approached. He extended his hand. Laila moved to reciprocate, her hand stretched out when she saw the missile rending the atmosphere behind the Vaults.

      Cole must have seen it too. “Incoming!”

      The Zujani officer spun as the missile slammed into the top of the Vaults. The debris shot into the sky just before the shockwave and noise slammed into the commander and her party.

      The heat from the blast was like opening an industrial oven, and the shockwave washed over them with enough force to slide them back into the body of the FP-10. Glass sliced through the air. Silence reigned for a few seconds, then the wreckage that had been flung into the sky crashed back to the ground. A second missile followed.

      Everyone covered their heads but did so too late for their hearing. Tempest thought she heard someone scream, but with the ringing in her ears, she couldn’t be sure. When the rate of falling debris slowed, she chanced a look around.

      Smoke and dust choked the air. Glass and rubble covered the ground. Zujani screamed, but she could barely hear them. Corporal Cole rolled off her, and Tempest pushed herself to her feet. She immediately looked for Sergeant Singh.

      She found him several feet away, bleeding from a gash on his left arm.

      “Sergeant, how bad is it?” She could barely hear herself.

      Singh said something.

      “I can’t hear you,” Tempest shouted.

      Singh nodded and repeated himself forcefully. “I’ve had worse, ma’am. I’ll be fine. But our mission is officially FUBAR’d.” He gestured at the smoking rubble of the Vaults.

      Tempest followed his finger. The Zujani, understandably, appeared to have forgotten about the three humans. They treated their wounded and rushed into the ruins to rescue their brethren. The Vaults, and the datacore Laila and the Marines had come to retrieve, were clearly beyond hope.

      “Well, that sucks.” Tempest frowned at the wreckage. “I am really tired of these Rand bastards.”

      Corporal Cole tapped the commander on the shoulder. “Ma’am, if you hate the Rand, you won’t like this. Look.” The corporal gestured skyward.

      Tempest saw the problem. “Ah, hell, dropships. They’re bringing in the infantry. We’d better hurry.”

      Singh nodded. “Roger that, ma’am. I’ll let the evac site know we are en-route.”

      Tempest started to nod, then stopped. The Rand screwed up everything. They invaded. They destroyed. They didn’t conquer or colonize, they just obliterated everything and everyone. The Zuj were almost all going to die, and those who had stayed behind at the Vaults had just sacrificed themselves for nothing. The Rand always ruined everything beautiful. They burned it all to the ground—just like they’d done to her.

      Commander Rose was sick of it.

      “Belay that, Sergeant Singh. We’ve got a Plan B.”

      Singh cocked an eyebrow. “We do?”

      “Yes, Sergeant. We do.” Tempest turned to face Corporal Cole.

      “Corporal.”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Do you know where your fiancée is?”

      Cole looked at her without comprehension, then it dawned on him. “Yes, ma’am. She’s been messaging me on our private chat. She’s holed up in her house near the stadium.”

      “You sit up front and direct me. Singh, get ready to repel boarders, or whatever it is Marines do.”

      Singh smiled. “Ma’am, I like the way you’re thinking. But they won’t evac the Corporal’s fiancée. She isn’t a dependent.”

      Tempest had already thought about that. We’ll deal with it later.

      She studied the dropships in the sky. No time to sit around talking. Tempest ducked into the vehicle and jumped into the pilot’s seat. Corporal Cole settled in next to her, and Sergeant Singh closed the hatch and called, “We’re secure.”

      The commander checked to make sure the area was clear of any Zuj and hit the vertical thrusters. The FP-10 jumped ten feet, then she slammed the throttle forward. They shot into the smoke-filled sky over the capital, and the commander did her best to steer around the billowing clouds of ash and dust as she sought out the stadium.

      It wasn’t difficult to find. The stadium had become the largest crater in the city.
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      “It’s that building there.” Cole pointed.

      Tempest looked down at the row of colorful flat-roofed glass buildings that amounted to a middle-class Zujani neighborhood. The multi-colored roofs reflected the sunlight. It was an oddly beautiful sight amidst the wreckage that increasingly defined the landscape.

      Singh leaned into the cockpit. “It’s a mess. We’re going to get mobbed if we set down.”

      “Cole, what floor does she live on?”

      “The fourth. There are six stories, but no roof access.”

      “Got it.” Tempest angled down and made a rapid descent. The street was clogged with people and their belongings as they made futile attempts to flee the invasion.

      He was right. “Cole, what’s your fiancée’s name?”

      “Alkady. Why?”

      “Tell Alkady to open her window. Singh, get that rear hatch open. We’re gonna do this the fun way.”

      “Aye aye, ma’am.”

      A minute later, Laila saw a window open. A young female Zuj leaned out of it and waved a light blue towel to grab her attention.

      “That’s her?”

      Cole leaned forward in his seat. “Yes, ma’am. It sure is.” He smiled.

      He’s adorable. I really hope I don’t get him killed today.

      Tempest looked at Cole. “Go help Sergeant Singh bring her in, and make sure you’re both strapped in. I don’t need one of you falling out when I punch the throttle.”

      Cole jumped out of his seat to comply.

      Laila looked down at the scene on the ground. Terrified Zuj were running in the streets. Vehicles were ramming each other to get enough space to load personal property when they should have been loading loved ones. One almost killed two aliens in a rush to pull away. Ultimately, they were all doomed. The population couldn’t be evacuated. Paddington would be lucky to get the Imperials out.

      “There’s nowhere to run to,” Tempest muttered. “Just hug your families. Or fight. But for God’s sake, drop the box of cooking utensils.”

      Not only could they not hear her, they wouldn’t have listened anyway. The instinct to survive was bred into the Zujani, just like humans. Laila shook her head to clear the thoughts.

      She rotated the FP-10 until the rear of the vehicle aligned with the front of the apartment building. Then she adjusted the vertical stabilization system and began a controlled descent.

      The FP-10 had 360-degree cameras, but Tempest had never liked them. Too artificial. Instead, she turned around in her seat and watched as Sergeant Singh raised the rear hatch.

      Singh held his hands shoulder-width apart and began to slowly bring them together in the military way of conveying distance. Tempest did her best to keep the vehicle steady as she passed the fifth floor.

      With the hatch open, she could hear the sounds of terror and chaos on the street below. The yelling. The horns. All the signs of a city that suddenly found itself under siege. Then she heard the bark of bolt rifles.

      “How close was that small-arms fire?” she called back.

      “I can’t see the source, ma’am. But it’s close.”

      Tempest nodded. It didn’t change anything.

      The top of the fourth-floor window came into view. She slowed her descent as Singh’s hands grew closer together.

      The top of Alkady’s head was visible. The Zujani woman had backed away from the window, but Tempest saw her gleaming white topknot in the shadows of her apartment.

      When the FP-10’s deck came level with the windowsill, Laila punched the stabilizer button to keep it locked in place.

      “Do it now!”

      Cole clearly didn’t have to be told twice. The young Marine stepped out of the FP-10 and placed one foot on the sill. Sergeant Singh poked his head out of the vehicle to keep watch on the street below.  The sounds of combat grew closer.

      Faster, Cole. Move faster.

      Cole reached out and took Alkady’s slender hand in his own. The young Zujani grasped it tightly, and then all hell broke loose.

      Sergeant Singh spun towards Cole and yelled. “Incoming!” Then he placed his hands on the corporal’s back and shoved.

      Shoved him right out of the FP-10 and all the way into the apartment.

      Something slammed into the wall of the building to the right of Alkady’s open window. Flames and shrapnel roared out. The blast shoved the FP-10 up and away from the building.

      As Tempest turned back to the controls, she saw Cole fall through the apartment window. Then she saw Sergeant Singh fall out of the FP-10.

      “Shit!” she said as she took the vehicle off manual. Her heart raced, and her eyes darted among the video feeds. On the third one, she found Singh dangling just below the vehicle from his tether.

      The idiot was facing towards the sensor, smiling and waving.

      Marines are ridiculous. “Shit! We’re drawing their fire. Hang onto your lunch, Singh.”

      Tempest flew the vehicle away from the building and activated the FP-10’s defense system. It immediately located the source of the incoming fire, which was a squad of Rand infantry down the street. She banked hard and flew behind the apartment across the street, out of the line of fire.

      Safe for the moment, she slapped the stabilizer button again and jumped out of her seat. She ran to the rear of the vehicle and slid onto her belly, then hauled herself to the edge of the hatch and looked down.

      Singh had just finished heaving his guts out, but he seemed otherwise okay as he swung in a lazy circle from his tether.

      “You okay down there, or would you like to come back inside?”

      Singh looked up. His grin was a little green around the edges, but he looked fine otherwise. “I think I’ve had all the fun I can down here, ma’am. I’d like to come back inside now.” He extended his right hand, and Tempest grabbed it.

      She seized a latch used to secure cargo with her other hand. Once braced, she heaved. The sergeant got his left hand onto the lip of the vehicle and quickly hauled himself the rest of the way inside.

      As soon as he was on his feet, the commander dashed back to the cockpit. “Don’t fall out again. That’s an order. And get ready to shoot something.”

      “Aye aye, Commander.”

      Satisfied, Tempest clasped her seatbelt and flew the FP-10 around the corner of the building. She sped up the next street over. After three blocks, she banked left and turned on the FP’s counter-fire system. The FP-10 wasn’t designed as an attack vehicle, but it sure as hell knew how to hurt things that attacked it.

      One more turn deposited them back on Alkady’s street, two blocks behind the Rand invaders. Dead and wounded civilians dotted the ground, but it appeared the rest had fled into the buildings or down side-streets.

      The Rand weren’t moving. In fact, they seemed to be pinned down. It only took the pilot a moment to figure out that Corporal Cole was hitting them with harassing fire from his elevated position. He’d nailed at least two of the alien invaders, one of whom was sprawled next to its rocket launcher.

      That’s progress.

      Careful not to enter the corporal’s line of fire, Tempest pulled up level with the fifth deck. The Rand held off their fire until the FP’s shadow passed over them.

      That was when she heard rounds from the Rand bolt-rifles begin to ping off the armored belly of the VIP vehicle.

      “Fire all you like, boys. Those ain’t gonna do anything to this beast.”

      A moment after the first Rand rounds hit the FP-10, its counter-fire system kicked in. Four turreted bolt-rifles hummed on the sides of the FP-10 as it carpeted the street with suppressive fire. Bzzzzzt!

      The Rand assault stopped very, very quickly.

      “Ma’am, that was cool. But you didn’t let me shoot anything!” Singh yelled from his perch.

      Tempest smiled. “Next time, shoot faster.”

      “You’re no fun, ma’am.”

      “I’m an officer. We’re never fun. Are we clear?”

      “It sure looks that way. If any of them are still alive, they don’t want us to know it.”

      Good enough.

      Tempest flew back up to the open window, which was now ringed by impact craters and scorch marks from Rand fire. As soon as she got them in position, Corporal Cole got Alkady out the window and onboard.

      Efficient as ever, Sergeant Singh closed the hatch and slapped the bulkhead. “We’re buttoned up, ma’am. Let’s roll.”

      Laila required no further motivation. She sped away and stayed below the tops of the buildings to avoid being seen. It wouldn’t pay to get skylined when Rand aircraft arrived on the scene.

      Singh entered the cockpit and sat down, then pulled up the navigation system on his display. “One mile to the evac site, but we might not want to fly right in. The Marines who came down will probably be a little trigger happy, and this vehicle isn’t exactly military issue.”

      Tempest nodded. “Good thinking. Call ahead. Let them know our description, and that we’ll be setting down outside the perimeter. Pick a spot.”

      Singh leaned closer to his monitor. “The evac site is at the park down the street from the embassy. It’s the only place big enough to land all the shuttles. The Zuj have one of their academies right across the street from it. Will that work?”

      “I know where you’re talking about. It’ll work, but we need to be ready to haul ass. That’s a lot of open ground to cover.”

      Singh grunted his agreement. “We’ll make it. Just get us there in one piece. Please.” He then opened a comm to the evac site.

      They approached the embassy district. Laila swooped the FP around a corner and had to dodge a pair of similar vehicles coming from the other direction in a hurry.

      “Who was that?” Singh asked.

      “Looked like the Ventorans. Probably hauling ass to their own evac, or at least getting out of harm’s way. They aren’t officially at war with the Rand, so they might be okay if they can just avoid becoming collateral damage.”

      “Who isn’t at war with the Rand?”

      “Weak, appeasing alien races that would rather be subsumed slowly than obliterated quickly.”

      “Okay. We’re almost there, ma’am. You should see the academy when you turn the next corner.”

      Laila increased speed into the turn. She had the room and wanted to cover the distance as quickly as possible. As a result, the FP swung wide.

      That was the only reason the rocket didn’t hit them head-on.

      The strike wasn’t direct, but it was close enough. Flames splashed over the windshield, the ballistic glass spider-webbed, and the FP was hurled sideways.

      “Dammit! Where’d that come from?”

      “Straight ahead!” Singh answered as he pointed out the windshield at dozens of Rand soldiers deployed between them and the evac site.

      Laila jerked the vehicle to the left and accelerated to avoid more incoming fire. The path took her right over the rear echelon of Rand. If she had had more time, it probably would have made her very nervous.

      Instead, she barely noticed as bolt rounds clacked against the FP’s carapace.

      She jerked to the right, but the FP didn’t respond. “Shit.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t maneuver. That hit must have killed some of the horizontal thrusters.”

      “That’s not good.”

      “Thanks, Singh. I hadn’t noticed.”

      Tempest tested the steering again. Come on, baby, can you do this for me? Her answer came when the FP drifted into a glass obelisk. It was a monument to some Zujani goddess whose name she’d never been able to pronounce. The obelisk shattered, and the FP began to lose altitude precipitously.

      Alarms blared inside the cockpit. Alkady screamed in the back.

      Tempest wrestled with the controls. The FP’s emergency stabilization system kicked in to help and managed to get it flying level about three feet off the deck. On the plus side, she mowed through a platoon of Rand, smashing several of them as the FP cut through them like a scythe.

      “Get some!” Singh cackled as one of the Rand flipped up and over the FP’s windshield.

      The FP continued to fly at full speed. The Rand were right behind them, and a new problem loomed in the windshield.

      “Oh, hell.”

      Tempest saw the Zuj armored vehicle before it saw them. The hovertank came flying out of the academy’s gate, no doubt trying to provide cover for the Imperial evacuation. It turned its body and twin-turrets to aim at the approaching Rand.

      Unfortunately, Tempest and her passengers were in that line of fire.

      The pilot’s mind raced. The barrels of the Zuj cannons grew larger.

      “Oh, screw me!” she shouted as her hands flew across the control pad.

      Having made her modification, she punched the vertical thrusters. “Hang on!”

      Only the left side worked.

      The Zuj cannons flared. Bolts of molten metal leapt out of them, and the FP-10 almost flipped over as the left-side thrusters pushed against the ground beneath them and stood the vehicle on its side.

      They missed being hit by a hair.

      “Woohoo!” Tempest cried.

      “That was on purpose?” Singh asked.

      Laila didn’t get to respond as the FP crashed into a wall and finally came to a stop across the street from the park. She looked around as her side of the vehicle fell back to the ground.

      Outside the window, she saw that the Marines had formed a secure cordon around the evacuation site. Some had already engaged the approaching alien infantry.

      “Cole, leave that hatch closed.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I have to do something first.”

      The commander drew her pistol.

      “Singh, when I say so, you open that hatch and start shooting alien assholes, but not before. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Laila took a deep breath and looked at Alkady. “This is gonna be quick. Do you…do you have a last name?”

      The pretty alien flinched at Rose’s scars. “Not as you would understand it.”

      “Fine. Do you, Alkady, take Archimedes Cole to be your husband?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Good.” She turned to face Corporal Cole, who grinned as the sound of small arms fire cracked against the hull. “Do you take Alkady to be your wife?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good choice. Congratulations. I now pronounce you married, by the power vested in me as an officer of the Imperial Fleet. You may kiss each other and then try very hard not to get shot. Happy honeymoon.”

      The couple kissed and Tempest looked at Singh.

      “On three. One, two, three!”

      The hatch opened, and they charged out. Singh’s rifle barked as he laid down suppressive fire.

      “Are you happy now?” she called to him as they took cover behind an abandoned civilian vehicle in the middle of the thoroughfare.

      The stocky grunt smiled. “Well, yeah.”

      Ambassador Paddington wouldn’t be happy with her about the ad-hoc marriage. He certainly wasn’t going to approve of her adding an extra body to the already overloaded evacuation ship. He’d be pissed, but he’d get over it. After all, Corporal Cole’s new wife had quite literally written the book on Zujani exploration beyond the Veil.

      Mission Accomplished.
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      What if your memories felt as real as now?
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      There was once a man who could never remember anything. The doctor said he didn't have amnesia. There was nothing wrong with him. He was just a little forgetful, maybe had to lay off the weed. His brain was perfectly fine, the doctor said, and he wrote it down in case the man forgot.

      The man did forget. He forgot the note. Forgot he had seen the doctor at all. He only remembered once he arrived back at the clinic the next day. They told him he had already seen the doctor yesterday, didn't he remember? The doctor had given him a note, after all. The man found it in his pocket. He had forgotten to read it.

      Red-faced, the man left the clinic. He forgot where he parked his car, and after a long search, full of cursing and hair-tugging, he remembered that he had walked here. So he walked back home and almost went into the neighbor's apartment.

      He did remember the right apartment eventually. He had carved words into the door to remind him. There it was. His name, keyed into the wood.

      PHIL LIVES HERE

      Ah yes, that was his name. Phil.

      The landlord once yelled at him for carving those letters. Phil remembered that, so maybe not all was lost. Maybe he was just a little forgetful, nothing too serious, he just had to lay off the weed. Somebody had told him that once. He didn't remember who.

      Next morning, he reported on time for his doctor's appointment, only for the receptionist to tell him it was Wednesday. His appointment had been Monday, and he had come on Tuesday too, and he really ought to tie a string around his finger. Or maybe lay off the weed.

      As he walked home, Phil reflected that he didn't use any drugs. Not that he remembered at least. He was halfway home before he remembered that he had driven to the clinic today, that his car was still parked outside. He ran back to the clinic, but the meter had already expired. His car had been there for three days.

      He really ought to do something about forgetting so much. There was something he'd been meaning to do. A plan. A cure. He couldn't remember.

      He sat down at home to watch some television. He liked the shows about the dwarf families who lived in little houses, drove little cars, and led little lives. There were no complicated plots, no complex characters to remember, and you could just watch the little people go about their business, and you could pretend you were one of them. Sometimes when Phil smoked his drugs and watched his shows, he felt like he was inside the television. That he was a little person who lived in a little house, drove a little car, and lived a little life.

      I guess I do smoke drugs after all, he thought, looking at his pipe. I forgot.

      "Are your memories fuzzy?" a man asked.

      Phil looked at the television. He had been watching something. He couldn't remember what. It certainly wasn't this. A man appeared on his television, his skin tanned orange, his hair dyed deep black, his smile full of bright teeth.

      "All the time," Phil said.

      The man lifted something. His yellow polyester suit crinkled. His grin widened, nearly consuming his face. That grin felt altogether too large and bright like a crescent moon skimming the horizon. The man held a little metallic square, no larger than a stamp.

      "Well then, Memo-Real is the product for you!" The man winked, and his teeth sparkled. The microchip in his hand sparkled too. "That's right, folks! With Memo-Real, you'll never forget a thing again. With this painless little chip in your noggin, your memories are saved in perfect high fidelity. And I don't just mean some ordinary, vague recollection, no sir. I mean all five senses! Sight, sound, smell, taste, touch . . . especially touch." He winked at the camera. "Call now to book your free consultation. Memo-Real: Memories as real as now."

      Fine print raced across the bottom of the screen, far too fast to read.

      The grinning man faded away. A family of dwarves appeared onscreen, driving a little car to a little house.

      The next morning, Phil drove to the factory where he worked. He grabbed his mop and bucket, and he began to scrub the floor between the towering, humming machinery that kept the city running. All around him, people in lab coats moved back and forth, removing components from some machines, plugging them into other machines, stretching cables back and forth, typing on keyboards, or just looking busy without actually doing much at all.

      Phil had worn a lab coat too. Long ago. On his fridge back home, he kept a photo of him wearing a lab coat. That's how he remembered it. But one day he had shown up at work, and he was wearing overalls, and he was mopping the floors instead of typing on a keyboard. People said some stuff about an accident. He couldn't remember what exactly. He had just accepted his new job, and he came in every day, and he worked hard. Sometimes he thought the computers had stolen his memories, and that if he worked hard enough, if he cleaned well enough, they would attach a cable to his head and stream all the memories back in.

      "Phil, you dumbass!" said one of his friends, a scrawny man with nervous eyes. "You don't work here no more. You got fired last year, remember?"

      Another friend walked up, a paunchy man with pink cheeks and a bald head. He wore a tie and held a clipboard. He was the boss, Phil knew. He remembered him because the potbellied man was always very kind.

      The boss punched the scrawny man on the shoulder. "Shut up, Oscar, we're getting our floors mopped for free here."

      The skinny man rubbed his arm. "Sorry, boss."

      The portly man turned toward Phil and barked a laugh. "Don't worry about Oscar here. You just keep doing your thing, Phil. Remember, if you work really hard, and clean really well, we'll attach a cable to your head and stream all your memories back in."

      The fat man roared with laughter and walked toward his office. The scrawny man gave Phil a sad look, then sighed, shook his head, and walked away.

      "You really are a dumbass, Phil," he could be heard muttering.

      That night Phil walked down the corridor, passing door after door until he found the right one. PHIL LIVES HERE.

      A few flyers hung on the doorknob. He took them inside and began rifling through them. He enjoyed reading flyers because they were different every day, and you didn't have to remember complicated plots or big words. He saved the flyer for the hardware store in his cupboard, was surprised to see ten identical flyers already there. Flyers could breed inside a cupboard like mice, he knew. Another flyer promised to exterminate mice in his house for a low, low price, and he saved that one too because it seemed important.

      The last flyer featured a man with orange skin, black hair, and a white smile. He winked at Phil. Words appeared beneath him.

      GET YOUR MEMO-REAL CHIP INSTALLED TODAY! MEMO-REAL: MEMORIES AS REAL AS NOW.

      Something about the man's grin disturbed Phil. He had seen this grin somewhere before. The memory itched but he could not grab it. That white smile was too large, the teeth like some ancient herbivore's snarl in a dusty skull. Phil shuddered and threw the flyer away.

      When he sat at his table, ready to open a can or two for supper, he saw many flyers across the tabletop. Some were fresh, others wrinkled, smudged with coffee stains, or grainy with old crumbs. There must have been a hundred flyers here like some patchwork tablecloth or a giant's flaky skin. Phil leaned back in his seat and heaved a sigh. His breath brought the flyers to life, ruffling their corners, sending one or two scuttling across the tabletop like startled lizards.

      They were all flyers for Memo-Real.

      "They must have come in the mail," Phil said to himself. "I must have forgotten."

      A hundred men in polyester suits grinned at him. A voice emerged from the living room. Phil must have forgotten to turn off the TV.

      "Call now to book your free consultation. Memo-Real: Memories as real as now."

      What the hell.

      He called. And the flyers grinned
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      "Now, Phil, just lie down, try to relax, and this won't take a moment."

      The doctor smiled, nodded, and turned toward a lightbox. He began rifling through X-rays showing the insides of Phil's brain. The eyeballs seemed so large, white billiard balls connected to a brain.

      Maybe my memories are still hiding somewhere in that brain, Phil thought. Maybe this can coax them out.

      Sitting on the operating table, Phil looked around. He saw a few beeping machines, an anatomical poster, and a young nurse with purple dreadlocks and a nose piercing. She was smoking a cigarette and checking her phone.

      "Where is the man in the yellow polyester suit?" he said.

      The doctor kept rifling through his X-rays. "What's that?"

      "The man in the yellow polyester suit," Phil said. "The one from TV. And the flyers." He imitated the man's excitable voice. "Memo-Real: Memories as real as now!"

      "Huh?" said the doctor. "Oh. Doing another commercial, I suppose. He's only an actor. Now lie down, Phil. Just lie down and relax. I promise this won't hurt a bit."

      The nurse placed a mask on Phil's face. He glimpsed the doctor raising a saw in one hand, a microchip in the other. And then everything went dark.
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      Sometime later, Phil opened his eyes.

      He sat on a log in a dead forest.

      He frowned. Where was he?

      He looked at his hands. Wrinkled hands, speckled with liver spots. Old hands.

      Ah yes. He heaved a sigh. Just a memory.

      It was never easy to come back from a memory. It always felt like waking up from a dream.

      But that wasn't right. Dreams were often hazy, illogical, shifting from one reality to another, never gripping firmly onto any world. Long ago, memories had been like that too. But now Phil felt like a time traveler, able to open doors to the past and simply step through.

      "Memo-Real!" he muttered. "Memories as real as now. Goddamn perfect memories every time."

      Another sigh rattled his bones. He didn't know why he bothered remembering those days. The days from before they stuck the goddamn microchip into his brain. The days of ignorant bliss.

      Phil grabbed his cane and struggled to stand up. His joints creaked, pain stabbed his back, and he grunted. He was old now. Goddamn old and creaky. But he still had his memories, perfectly preserved, precious and eternal. With Memo-Real, you could be young forever.

      At least until you had to piss.

      He limped toward a tree, unbuttoned his fly, and watered the gnarly old oak.

      Almost as old and gnarled as me, he thought with a hoarse chuckle.

      He walked through the forest, back stooped, cane crunching the charcoal leaves. The forest was dead now. All the trees had turned black, and the grass had withered, and the leaves sprouted gray and dry and could never cling to the branches. The poison had fallen from the sky, had seeped through the soil, had traveled up thick roots, then glided down again within bristly leaves. The cycle of decay rolled on. And he lived on. Withering like one of the trees. Remembering.

      It was better to remember.

      He limped into his hut. The floor creaked. The boards were rotting. The roof was leaking. The whole place was falling apart, and he didn't care. Because this was not real. This was just the dark space between the stars.

      With knobby fingers, he opened a can of beans. He ate them cold, staring at the wall. It tasted like crap. Probably expired. It didn't matter. It was just fuel for memories of better meals.

      Phil closed his eyes and reached deep into his mind. It was there. As it always was. A comforting presence, as steady as the beat of his heart, as eternal as his breath.

      Memo-Real.

      His memories on a microchip.

      He lay down on the rotting floorboards, and he remembered.
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      He ran among the trees, laughing. Bluebells carpeted the forest floor, filling his nostrils with their sweet scent. The wind rustled the green leaves and billowed Phil's hair, crisp and refreshing. Beams of sunlight fell through the canopy, mottling the forest with light.

      "Phil, slow down!" Luna laughed. "I can't keep up with you."

      Phil paused among the bluebells. He turned and looked at her, and a smile spread across his face.

      Luna ran among the flowers toward him, her yellow dress fluttering. Her long red hair flowed like a banner, and her smile shone brighter than the sunbeams.

      She laughed again. "You're pretty fast for an old man."

      Phil raised an eyebrow. "I'm only twenty-nine."

      A voice spoke inside him.

      Just young enough for the draft.

      He pushed the thought away. That was tomorrow. Let today make a perfect memory.

      She reached him, out of breath, and stuck her tongue out at him. "Well, I'm only twenty-one, so you're positively ancient."

      "I'll show you ancient!"

      He grabbed her, pulled her to the forest floor. She squealed, laughed, and wrestled him. They rolled around the grass, then finally collapsed onto their backs, panting.

      He looked at her. She looked back, smiling, and they kissed. A long, deep kiss as the birds sang.

      "I love you, Phil," she whispered. "You're the love of my life."

      He stroked her flaming red hair. "I love you, Luna. Forever."

      He gazed into her eyes--green eyes mottled with gold, little forests in the sunlight.

      "I will never forget you," Phil said. "No matter where they send me tomorrow. No matter where I fight. No matter how long I'm away. I will always remember you. I will always love you. And I will always find my way home to you."

      A tear flowed down her cheek. He kissed it away.

      For years, he had lived a vague life. A life with only the fuzziest of memories.

      But the clinic had cured him. The man in the yellow polyester suit had fixed his brain. He had Memo-Real now. Memories to last a lifetime. It was recording everything he was experiencing now. The beauty of Luna's eyes. The scent of her perfume. The softness of her lips. The sound of her laughter. He would remember. With Memo-Real, this moment would last forever.

      They made love on the grass, naked and young and free like Adam and Eve losing their innocence. Then they lay together, holding each other, talking softly, laughing, watching the birds and leaves.

      This is joy, Phil thought, holding her. I don't know what will happen tomorrow. I don't know what will happen when they ship me to war. Tomorrow I will be a soldier. Tomorrow I will step into darkness. But this moment right now--this is purity. This is bliss.

      In the evening, they entered their little cottage in the woods, a retreat from a world of so much fear and pain. Phil looked around at the log walls, the cheery paintings of mountains, and the plush rug by the hearth. A cozy home. A perfect home.

      I must survive, he thought. I must return here, even if it takes years. And we'll live here together. Luna and I.

      They sat by the hearth, cuddling, laughing, then finally fell asleep in each other's arms.

      In the morning, he stood by the road, and the bus picked him up.

      It carried him to a place of concrete walls. Of barbed wire. Of bullets and fire and running through mud, and his friends falling, and--

      He gasped and opened his eyes.

      He took long, shuddering breaths.

      Where am I?

      He looked at his hands. Old, wrinkled hands. Liver-spotted. He touched his face. An old, wrinkled face.

      Who am I?

      He took several deep breaths, slowly returning to the present.

      "Just a memory," Phil said to himself, voice raspy. "Just an old memory from many years ago."

      But it had seemed so real. It always seemed so real. That day had been decades ago. But Memo-Real had captured every bit of data. Every sparkle in Luna's eyes. Every sweet note of her laughter. Every soft kiss. It was there inside his brain, stored on that little chip the size of a stamp. Eternal. A shiny jewel he could lift whenever he liked, examine it, turn it over and over in the light, and savor its beauty.

      But it always led to that other memory. The path of light always led to darkness.

      He always had to pull back fast enough.

      No, he would not dredge up that memory.

      He looked at his clock, and he realized that hours had passed. It was dark now, and the wind rattled the shack's rotting walls. Dust fluttered across the threadbare rug and a rat hissed in the crumbling hearth.

      Phil knew he should fix the place. Replace the rotting floorboards. Repair the cracked beams. Scatter the mice out of the attic. He should light a fire, top the table with fruit and flowers, maybe even get a dog. Once more, this could be a place of life and light.

      "But it's all worthless without you, Luna," he whispered.

      He should eat. But he wasn't hungry. He only had a few cans of beans left, and they tasted like ash. Everything tasted like ash since the poison that had withered the world.

      Joints creaking, Phil lay on the tattered rug, and he gazed into the cold hearth, at the rat droppings over the logs.

      He summoned the memory, and he dived back in.

      The hearth crackled with fire again, warming him, painting the room with golden hues. The rug was lush beneath him, soft and comforting. Artwork hung on freshly painted walls, and the scent of baking rhubarb pie filled the cottage.

      And she was there.

      His beautiful Luna, her eyes like the forest. She smiled and kissed him.

      "I love you, Phil. Always. No matter what happens. No matter where they send you in the war. Remember me."

      He kissed her. "Always."

      They made love in the firelight, and they laughed and told stories and slept in each other's arms.

      The memory ended.

      Phil found himself in a rotting cabin, the artwork dusty and tattered, the hearth cold, and Luna buried in the cold ground.

      A tear flowed down his wrinkled cheek.

      He closed his eyes, and he returned to her. In the Memo-Real chip, she was still alive, as real as now.
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      A knock sounded on the door.

      "Papa?"

      The knocking intensified to pounding.

      "Papa! I know you're in there. Open the door!"

      Phil opened his eyes and shuddered, rising from the memory. He had just been holding Luna, kissing her on the grass, lost in her forest-green eyes.

      "Papa!" More pounding. "Open this door or I will kick it down."

      Phil blinked and looked around him. It was morning. He had been lost in memory all night, not sleeping. Blades of light slipped between the window shutters, illuminating clouds of dust. The pounding sounded again. The door creaked and splintered.

      "Dad!"

      A feminine voice. A young woman.

      Luna?

      But no. It was another woman.

      Her name resurfaced from the muzzy depths of his natural memory, the soft storage of his wet brain. Tasha. Her name was Tasha.

      She began kicking the door. The wood cracked.

      "All right, all right!" Phil pushed himself to his feet, joints creaking, and grabbed his cane. "I'm coming. You goddamn beast."

      He limped toward the door, cane tapping, and unlocked it.

      Tasha burst in, eyes flaring.

      "Papa! I've been trying to call you all month. You don't answer your phone. We thought you were dead. I had to fly all the way over, then got lost in this damn forest."

      Phil looked at her. A tall, striking woman with pale skin, jet-black hair, and eyes the color of a frozen lake. He blinked. She was speaking Russian. Phil did not speak Russian. And yet he understood her perfectly.

      "Tasha," he said. "Your name is Tasha."

      Oddly, he was speaking Russian too. Well goddamn.

      Tasha looked around at the cottage. Her shoulders stooped, and the light left her eyes. "Oh, Papa, why do you live like this?"

      She began to move through the cottage, picking up empty cans, trying to dust, to clean, to bring some life back to this place of decay. But finally she fell to her knees, lowered her head, and wept.

      Phil looked at her. And he saw a stranger.

      "You have to leave."

      "I'm your daughter! Why do you cut me off like this? Your family needs you."

      Phil took a step back. His heart pounded like her fist on the door. "No. No, I have no daughter. I have no family."

      Her tears flowed. "Papa, it's me. Your little Tasha. Don't you remember?"

      He blinked at her. "I don't. I don't have a daughter. I never got married. The woman I loved died."

      Tasha covered her eyes, sobbing. "Ever since you got that damn machine in your head. That damn Memo-Real. It's like you're a different person. Like you're not my father. Not Anatoli Morozov anymore."

      Those words hit him like hammers.

      He stumbled back. "What did you call me?"

      She took a step toward him, gripped his arm. "You are Anatoli Morozov! I'm your daughter, Tasha Morozov! You have to remember yourself! Your real self!"

      His head spun.

      He took another step back.

      "No. No!" He trembled. "I don't know that man. I'm Phil! I'm Phil Bester. I . . ."

      She dug her fingers into his arm, stared into his eyes. "Phil Bester died, Papa. He died long ago. He's not you. You have to come back. You have to be my papa again . . ." She succumbed to weeping.

      "No, I'm not dead," Phil whispered. "I'm here. I'm Phil. I'm alive. I . . ."

      He had buried that memory.

      But it was still there. On the microchip. The Memo-Real remembered everything, and the memory sucked him up.

      The cabin around him vanished. Tasha vanished. The old man with the creaky joints vanished.

      And Phil was young again, wearing a tattered uniform, running through a battlefield as artillery shells burst around him. Fire bloomed across the sky. His brothers in arms ran around him, screaming, firing their rifles. Falling. Falling one by one like leaves from poisoned trees.

      But Phil kept running.

      He saw the enemy ahead. Pale faces under dark helmets. Eyes filled with rage. Their guns boomed, and pain stung Phil's leg, but he kept running.

      Beside him, his best friend screamed and fell.

      Phil knelt, shook the fallen corporal, but his hands came back covered with gore. His best friend stared without a face, without eyes.

      Another man screamed and fell.

      A man sat against a charred tree, trying to shove his insides back into his slit belly.

      An artillery shell exploded nearby, tossing men into the air, ripping off their limbs.

      Phil knew what he had to do. What a hero should do. He should charge at the enemy, fire his gun, kill as many as he could. He should die a hero.

      Instead he turned and fled.

      He fled through the gore, the corpses, the mutilated men begging for help or mercy. He ran around a crater, crawled under barbed wire, and then kept fleeing. A coward.

      But he had promised.

      "I promised to come back to you, Luna. I love you. I--"

      An artillery shell landed beside him.

      Fire blazed across the world, and Phil kept running, arms pumping, and he realized that he had no legs. He was running on stumps.

      Another shell exploded. Pain blazed across his chest, and his skin burned.

      When Phil hit the ground, he knew he was dying. As he burned and bled, he reached deep into his mind. He accessed the Memo-Real chip.

      The battlefield vanished, and he was with Luna again. They were running through the forest, and they were making love on the grass, and it was as real as now.

      And he was gone.

      He opened his eyes.

      The memory was over. He once again stood in a rotting hut, gazing at a young woman with black hair and teary blue eyes.

      "Who am I?" he whispered. "I died. How am I here?"

      "Look inside you," Tasha whispered. "Remember."
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      Anatoli Morozov stumbled down the street, his shoes splashed with blood, his jeweled rings cracked.

      What have I done?

      His hands were shaking. His hands never used to shake after a job. They used to call him Iron Anatoli. The man with the metal heart.

      But this job . . .

      He lurched toward a trash bin and threw up.

      "Gee, mister, are you okay?" A young man in a polo shirt approached. "You need me to call you a doctor or something, sir?"

      Anatoli turned toward the Good Samaritan. He could see himself reflected in the kid's sunglasses. He was a burly beast of a man, wearing a red tracksuit and golden chains. A man covered in blood. None of it his own. Tufts of hair were caught between his rings, he noticed. Long flaxen hair.

      With his hound-dog eyes, Anatoli stared at the young man.

      "They were younger than you," he said. "The father deserved it, but the kids . . . Oh God, the kids. The girl was so young. Younger than my daughter. Younger than my beautiful Tasha."

      The kid stumbled backward, paling. Then he turned and fled.

      Anatoli looked at his hands, and he knew he could never wash them clean.

      "Wish you could forget everything?" came a voice from behind.

      Anatoli turned. He faced an electronics store. Televisions were stacked in the display window, all streaming the same channel. A man in a yellow polyester suit grinned, his teeth sparkling. His fake tan looked like butter left too long in the pan.

      "Are bad memories just bogging you down?" the tanned man said. "Well, then, try our special resale deal! Grab a refurbished Memo-Real chip for 50% off! Want to remember Caribbean cruises, jungle adventures, athletic triumphs? How about some . . . saucier memories?" The man waggled his eyebrows. "Those memories can be yours today! Ditch your boring old memories. Swap them for better memories today. Memo-Real: As real as now."

      The man winked, then vanished. The TVs began broadcasting a generic nature show. A polar bear stood on an ice floe, pawing at a seal.

      Anatoli looked at his bloody hands.

      He remembered the boy trying to fight. The girl begging. The father dead as his children cowered. The last thing they ever saw was a burly man with hound-dog eyes. A man? No. A monster.

      "This was my last job," Anatoli whispered. "I can't go home and face Tasha like this--a beast, a killer. I want to be another man. I want other memories."

      He found himself standing in the Memo-Real clinic, tears on his cheeks. The receptionist gave him a forced smile.

      "We can certainly help you with that, sir. Just sign here. And here. And this indemnity clause. Thank you, Mr. Sokolov. The doctor will see you shortly. While you wait, please browse this free catalog of used Memo-Real chips."

      Anatoli sat in the waiting room, catalog in hand. A few other people were waiting. They were all quite old. Perhaps they had led boring lives, and they wanted some fresh memories for their golden years. Anatoli was only fifty, but he had made enough memories to last an eternity in hell.

      He browsed through the catalog. Each page featured another donor and their story.

      There was a movie starlet, a gorgeous blonde. Her page boasted that she remembered yacht trips, a vacation to the Galapagos, and a tryst with a billionaire lover. She had died at twenty-seven in a car crash. But her memories would live forever. Her Memo-Real was available now for only $39,999.

      Anatoli was no crime boss, just a lowly thug. He couldn't afford that. And he didn't want to remember any trysts with billionaire lovers, thank you very much. He flipped to the next page.

      This one showed a handsome rock star with long, luscious hair. His page promised memories of cheering fans, ear-crushing concerts, and adoring groupies. The star had died at age thirty, choking on his own vomit while drunk. Anatoli, no stranger to passing out drunk, didn't want to remember that life.

      He kept browsing. The used Memo-Reals were all wrong fits or too expensive. There were only a handful within his price range.

      "Mr. Sokolov? The doctor will see you now."

      Clutching the catalog, Anatoli entered the doctor's office. The doctor was a pasty man with white hair and soft cheeks. He was busy typing at a workstation, barely sparing Anatoli a glance.

      "Good morning, Mr. . . .” The doctor checked his notes. “Sook Love? And how are we today?"

      How are we today? I've come in to replace my memories! I am horrible. I am a monster. I am a child killer. I . . .

      The doctor looked at him, his bifocals perched low on his stubby nose.

      "I'm good, thank you," Anatoli said. He raised the catalog and tapped a page. "I want this one."

      The doctor glanced at the page, back at Anatoli. "Oh, you don't want him. Phil Bester died a young man on a battlefield. He never accumulated many interesting memories. There was one good day, cavorting in the forest with a beautiful woman, but not much more. That's why his Memo-Real is so cheap." The doctor shrugged. "You don't want to remember life as a rock star? An actor? Maybe a famous gangster?"

      "I want an ordinary life," Anatoli said. "A quiet life. Give me Phil Bester."

      Anatoli lay down on the operating table, and before everything went dark, he saw the used Memo-Real chip on a tray. Such a small little thing. And it contained a lifetime of memories.

      The doctor lifted a saw, and Anatoli dived into a black, dead realm.
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      When he woke up, he was a new man.

      He was Phil Bester.

      New memories flooded him. There were no memories from childhood. Phil had not installed a Memo-Real until his late twenties. But once installed, that Memo-Real had recorded a wealth of experiences.

      Anatoli could remember the other man's life. Many memories were just long hours toiling in a factory, mopping floors. Those were dull. But there were beautiful memories too. Days in the forest with Luna. Kissing her. Holding her all night. Laughing with her. Vowing to marry her once the war ended. Sweet memories recorded in perfect fidelity.

      Anatoli took a deep breath, savoring them.

      No, he was not Anatoli anymore. That man, that murderer, that beast--he was gone.

      "I am Phil now." He hugged the doctor, tears streaming down his cheeks. "I am Phil."

      Driving home, it was a struggle not to summon all these new memories. They could so easily consume him, so rich with colors, sounds, feelings--every sensation. They felt so real he would forget the present moment and crash his car.

      Halfway home, he couldn't resist. He pulled over, and right there on the roadside, he remembered.

      He was walking through a forest, the scent of bluebells in his nostrils, the breeze in his hair. He was holding a beautiful woman's hand. It was unlike any memory he had ever experienced. It was all in his mind, but it felt so real, a flawless illusion.

      "As real as now," he whispered.

      He hit the gas pedal and made a U-turn.

      He would not return to his apartment in the city. That was no longer his home. He had a new home now. Or rather--a place that had always been his home.

      He drove for hours, passing fields and mountains, and finally drove through the forest. The season was different. No bluebells carpeted the forest floor. But he knew every turn in this road. Every hill and valley. Each gust of wind through the leaves rustled new memories.

      Phil lived here, he thought. I lived here.

      This physical body had never been here. But it was as familiar as home.

      The asphalt road became a dirt road. And finally there was no road at all, and Anatoli parked his car and walked. He inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of oak and birch leaves, the song of birds, the gurgling of a nearby stream. He approached a peaceful cottage, its windows bright, its garden lush with flowers.

      The door was unlocked. He stepped inside and saw the love of his life.

      Tears sprang into his eyes. There she was. A beautiful woman with long red hair and eyes like forests. The woman from his new Memo-Real.

      "Luna," he said. "I'm home. I'm back again. It's me."

      The woman leaped backward and screamed, "Get out!"

      He frowned. He stepped toward her. "Luna! It's me, Phil."

      She snarled, raced toward the kitchen cabinet, and grabbed a bread knife. "Stand back, or by God, I'll slit your throat!"

      He caught his reflection in the blade. He no longer looked like Phil. He looked like a craggy, fifty-year-old man, wearing a red tracksuit and golden chains.

      He sighed. "Luna, I get it. You think I'm still Anatoli. But I'm not. I'm Phil! Your Phil. The man you loved. I'm back from the war."

      Tears flowed down her cheeks. "Don't you dare mention the man I love. Phil died in battle. A hero. Don't you dare desecrate his memory."

      "Luna, please." He took a step toward her. "I used to be a man called Anatoli. A horrible man! A gangster. A killer. But I got new memories installed. I've got Phil's Memo-Real chip in my brain now. All his memories are mine. Our memories, Luna."

      He reached toward her.

      She screamed and lashed the blade.

      It scraped across Phil's arm. Or was it Anatoli's arm?

      "Luna!" He stumbled back, his blood spraying.

      She lashed her blade again. "Stand back, or I'll carve out your heart!"

      She came at him again, blade thrusting.

      And something inside him awoke.

      Anatoli awoke.

      The doctor had suppressed Anatoli's memories while installing Phil's. But there was something deeper. Primordial. Instincts in the brain stem. Muscle memory. An inherent fire. And that fire blazed forth.

      He grabbed Luna's wrist, twisted it, and the blade fell.

      He drove his fist into her face. She screamed, bloodied, and clawed at him. Her fingernails ripped his neck.

      Anatoli howled. Yes, he was fully Anatoli now. The gangster was back. And he had one more job.

      Luna bit him. Her teeth cut through his sleeve, his arm. He roared and gripped her throat, squeezing, crushing her windpipe. She gasped for air, reached behind her, and grabbed a fruit bowl. She swung it, and apples rolled across the floor, and the ceramic shattered against Anatoli's head.

      He roared. Blood dripped onto his shoulder. But he wouldn't release her throat.

      His grip tightened. Her legs went limp. They sank to the floor together, and he kept squeezing, squeezing, choking her . . . until her eyes went dark.

      He knelt over her lifeless body.

      "Luna?" he whispered.

      He nudged her. Then shook her.

      "Luna. Luna! I'm sorry. I'm sorry, Luna. I didn't mean to. I love you. It wasn't me. It was Anatoli. He did this. He did this . . ."

      He pulled her body into his arms, and he wept.

      He trudged outside, carrying her. He dug a deep hole. He buried her by the magnolia tree she had planted a few years ago.

      He returned into the cabin, locked himself in the bathroom, and stared at his reflection in the mirror. A hard, craggy face. A mask.

      "Who am I?" he whispered.

      He remembered.

      He remembered running through a battlefield, artillery shells exploding around him. And it was so real. He felt the sting of shrapnel. The agony of fire. The terror of war.

      His friends ran beside him, and bullets tore them apart. The shells exploded, and men flew, and limbs pattered down. And Phil ran.

      He fled the enemy, and the explosion blew off his legs, but he ran on splintered stumps, and the shrapnel sliced his belly, and he fell, fell . . .

      . . . and woke up screaming.

      "I have to stop this," he whispered, back in the bathroom, staring at a haunted face. "I have to live."

      So he went back. He remembered again. And he was back there. Back on the battlefield. Running. Shells exploding.

      And he wanted to save his friends, but he did not. He knew where the bombs would land, but he did not dodge them. He knew that the blast would slice him open, but he kept running toward it.

      He tried again. He delved back in.

      To the right! Run to the right!

      But he kept running straight, and the shell exploded, and the memory ended.

      He tried again.

      Duck! Duck below the shrapnel! Move, dammit!

      But his body would not obey. And the explosion ripped him apart again.

      Over and over, he remembered his death. Over and over, he tried to change things. But he could not.

      This was just a memory, but it was so real. As real as now. In this memory, inside his little chip, was a world. An entire reality replaying over and over.

      In this world, he had no free will. He could only do what he had done countless times.

      Die. Die again and again. Feel the pain over and over.

      He only rarely awoke from his memories. To eat a can of beans. To take a piss. To say a prayer over Luna's grave. And then he went back in. He remembered his death. And he tried to stop it again.

      Thousands of times, he ran through that battlefield. Thousands of times, he screamed in agony as the explosion tore him apart.

      And he realized that he could not die. That he would always wake up. That Phil Bester was immortal.

      He could not change the past. But he could ignore the bad parts, store them away like dusty relics in an attic. He could relive the good memories instead. He could live in this cottage as Phil. He could walk among these woods. And he could do it with Luna, for she was still pure in his memory.

      They laughed among the bluebells, and they made love under the sky, and they spent years together in joy.
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      "Do you remember now?" Tasha said. "You're Anatoli Sokolov. My father. You've been here for so long. For fifteen years, Papa. You haven't even left this cabin. Come home to us. Please. Be my father again."

      The old man raised his head. He stared into her eyes.

      "I am Phil," he said.

      Tasha's eyes filled with tears. She fled the decaying cabin.

      The old man remained alone. He sat on the dusty rug, closed his eyes, and remembered the bluebells.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      His eyes opened.

      Everything hurt.

      He took a long, raspy breath, then coughed.

      Where am I?

      A machine was beeping beside him. An IV was attached to his arm. He looked at his hands and gasped.

      His hands were beyond old. They looked like talons, twisted with arthritis, curling inward. His wrists were like twigs draped with papery skin.

      He looked around him. His vision was blurry, but he could see enough. He was in a hospital room, hooked up to machinery, alone and dying.

      And he remembered. They had taken him here a few weeks ago. He was ninety-three years old.

      "I wanted to die in my cabin," he said, voice as thin and papery as his skin. "Why can't I die in my cabin in the forest?"

      Nobody answered. There was nobody here.

      Tasha, his daughter, had not come. Why should she? He had rejected her. Almost thirty years ago. He remembered.

      Luna had not come. He had killed her. Over forty years ago. He remembered that too.

      He took a shuddering breath. The memories had claimed him for a long time. Whenever he remembered anything now, he was sucked in, sometimes for days. Memories of Anatoli. Of Phil before him. Memories of love and death. An ancient man, remembering an old man, remembering a young man, remembering the woman he loved. Memories within memories, pulling him under.

      He looked at the whiteboard beside his bed. He read the notes the nurse had written.

      The cancer had spread to every part of his body. He had days, maybe just hours to live. It hurt. The morphine barely helped. It hurt like that battlefield so long ago.

      "Tasha . . ." he whispered. "Luna . . ."

      Nobody answered.

      "Curse you," he rasped, scratching his head, tearing the skin. He wanted to reach into his skull, to rip out the microchip. "Curse you to hell."

      He gave a rattling breath.

      Another.

      And he breathed no more.
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      He awoke.

      He tried to open his eyes but had none.

      Where was he? He did not know. He had been lost in memory.

      Yes, he still remembered that day in the hospital room. Remembered dying alone at age ninety-three. An old man, riddled with cancer, consumed by memories within memories.

      That had been long ago.

      How long had he been lying here in the darkness? He could not tell. For so long there had been only the shadows. Only the memories.

      Yes, he had died. He remembered dying. After that . . .

      An afterlife. An afterlife of nothingness. Of shadows and despair. Consciousness in the void.

      Over the eras of darkness, he had been thinking. Figuring things out. He understood now.

      The Memo-Real chip.

      He was the Memo-Real chip.

      Somehow, while storing memories, the chip had sucked up human consciousness. A little of Phil. A little of Anatoli. The physical bodies had died. And this little microchip had woken up. A new life form.

      Perhaps he was in a grave now, trapped inside Anatoli's skull. Perhaps they had extracted him before burial, and he sat in a drawer somewhere, waiting for some lucky client to stroll into the Memo-Real clinic, to purchase and install him in a new brain.

      And perhaps he had outlived his worth. He contained too many memories. Too many horrors. The killing. The dying. The betrayals. Who would ever buy him, this haunted piece of software? Who would want him now?

      Perhaps it was better to be buried. To remain inside a crumbling skull in a decaying coffin. Or a drawer. Or a landfill. He would never know his location, perhaps. Without eyes, ears, a mouth, hands . . . he had no way of knowing. No way of experiencing the world.

      All he had were his memories.

      Perhaps this too is a memory, he thought.

      Perhaps he was inside some new brain now. Perhaps he was inside some artificially intelligent computer in the far future. Perhaps he was part of some network of discarded, useless Memo-Reals. Perhaps he was thinking back now, remembering the long years in the grave. Perhaps this very thought was only a memory.

      He tried to wake up. To experience reality. But he never could.

      Ah well. Maybe this around him, this nothingness--this was his base reality. Consciousness underground. What was it the flyer had said? Something in the fine print? Oh yes. Each Memo-Real battery was guaranteed to last ten thousand years.

      It would be a long afterlife.

      But that was okay. He would spend ten thousand years with Luna, running through the forest, smelling the flowers, kissing her under the magnolia tree. She would never truly be gone. He still had the memories, and they were as real as now. He walked toward her among the bluebells, and she smiled and held his hand.
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      “In our obscurity – in all this vastness – there is no hint that help will come from elsewhere to save us from ourselves. It is up to us.” Carl Sagan

      

      Dig Site, Sagittarius Major, on the eastern edge of the Fermi Desert, southern hemisphere

      A door unlike any other door...

      “Why are we here?” the foreman droned. His crew leaned on their shovels. A Green Door set into the bedrock of the substrate. Fossilized but not. There was no going through it.

      It simply was, and it was not. Maybe it was Schrödinger’s door.

      Doctor Somal laughed lightly to himself before waving at the workers. “Put them away. We’ll call you when we’re ready to dig.”

      “You’ll call and schedule. I’m not your slave. We have plenty of other work,” the foreman declared, making a face and slashing his hand at the crew. “Pack it up!”

      With newfound vigor, the workers collected their gear and, with a spring in their step, hiked away, following their foreman’s lead.

      “That was disappointing,” the professor’s aide said softly. The small woman, shy on the best of days, watched them go. Now more comfortable in their absence, she straightened her shoulders before turning to the Green Door and staring in silence.

      “Seven days, and we have learned nothing,” the professor stated as if attempting to shame the door into giving him an answer. Or at least offer a clue.

      “If you would indulge me, please,” the aide started, “why did they put someone with a Ph.D. in philosophy in charge of the Green Door Project?”

      Somal had hired her because of her impeccable curriculum vitae but had spent almost no time getting to know her before their arrival at the dig site.

      “Why, indeed?” The professor was in no mood to answer the question. Not right then. He needed to think about what would happen after having nothing to show for a week’s work. How much time did he have before he would be called to answer?

      A deliverable, they had told him. They needed a deliverable.

      He had only questions.

      

      The Glory Star, Clarion, Sagittarius

      The bar where most of the outpost’s management decisions were made. People spent too much time there. And money. Way too much. Many complained that there was jack-all to do on Sagittarius Major.

      And many complained just to complain. It had evolved into an art form all its own.

      The patrons came from all walks of life. Farmers and workers made up the vast majority of settlers. The planet was known for its nutritionally rich bio-matter, which was launched to orbit, where it would freeze, then be consolidated and exported quarterly in massive freighters. Other workers became space ranchers, wrangling the loads from floating space buoys into container netting before strapping those to the freighters’ superstructure. Little more than a network of girders and beams, space’s supply chain took advantage of the lack of gravity, the vacuum, and the extreme cold to optimize shipments.

      And profits.

      The Glory Star. Birthplace of the best and worst rumors, and the place they were resuscitated after the truth had killed them and perpetuated until something better took their place.

      But the worst never died. Like a maleficent religion, they dug their claws into a human brain and never let go.

      “Aliens!” the man declared, his calloused hands constantly in motion. Dark ale flecked his beard, and spittle flew from his mouth.

      “No schlock, it’s aliens. A door solid within the rock? It’s a billion years old, I heard.”

      “A billion!” The bearded man’s eyes shot wide in wonder. He looked out the window at the gray sky beyond. “Looks like a drencher’s coming.”

      “What’s new?” His compatriot appeared to be a professional cubicle dweller—an office worker with clean hands, his eyes darting randomly around the Star. But looks meant nothing. He was in the dive with everyone else, doing what they were doing.

      Gossiping.

      The office worker stirred the chum to draw out the sharks. “I thought there’d be more visitors sucking off the government teat.”

      “Who wants any of those contractors out here? Stupid! This is a whole bucket of stupid wrapped inside a nice warm moron blanket.” The farmer pounded his fist on the bar for emphasis before adding, “Another round for my friend and me.”

      The bartender held out his hand. The farmer waved his credit chip close enough for the soft ping to register payment for the drinks before the man started mixing them. A gin sour fizzy for the well-dressed nob. A stout beer for the farmer.

      The two clinked glasses before getting down to the serious business of bad-mouthing governments and their representatives, both near and far.

      

      Earth Central, Secretary-General Binlow Dietrich

      A modern office, loaded with technology and conveniences, all turned off. The Secretary-General didn’t trust any of it. He leaned back in his chair and looked at printed pictures of the Green Door, an object that carried its own classified code-word. But the real word had already gotten out.

      Too many space settlers, unsophisticated souls running their mouths.

      He shrugged, his internal conversation found no fault with the general populace of Sagittarius Major. No one kept secrets anymore. That was why the technology in his office was for show, not use. That was why he guarded every word.

      His assistant knocked politely on the door.

      “Yes?” he said softly. His assistant had uncanny hearing. He wondered if she was disseminating tidbits she had heard through the door. He had no evidence, but he remained wary. As a professional politician, he had political enemies on all sides. He was their natural target since he had what they desired.

      The position of ultimate power. He had been them. Once.

      It had all changed ten minutes after he took the seat. Wanting and having are two far different states of being. He was aging more quickly than other men of his years.

      Having was nothing like wanting.

      From his office, the view of Geneva was magnificent—the best in the city. He didn’t get to enjoy it. He would look out and try to contemplate what the lives of the billions in his charge should be like, but the seat of power was disconnected from the vast majority of humanity, so much so that he didn’t remember who the common person was. Citizens of Earth. Nations, countries, city-states, protectorates, commonwealths, and more. Unified Humanity. The UH didn’t get into individual governments’ business as long as they paid their dues. Some paid more, and all received.

      And that was the source of his pain.

      He leaned back as a stout, petite woman opened the door.

      “Your two PM is here. Secretary Anderson from the United States.”

      Binlow plastered a false smile on his face. “Send her in! I always look forward to her visits.”

      He didn’t.

      The Secretary-General walked around to the front of his desk, where the tradition of sitting next to her would continue. He didn’t use the furniture as a barrier against any of his guests. His antagonist today could be his friend tomorrow, or vice versa. It was the way of politics. And it was exhausting.

      She strolled in, fabulously accoutered as if on her way to a masquerade ball. He didn’t judge. “Such a fine day for a visit,” he told her as they each used both hands to shake warmly.

      “How have you been?” she asked as the first move, pawn to king three, a conservative effort.

      “Never better. And you?” He brought his knight out in a more aggressive counter-move, challenging her to one-up his claim of superior health.

      “I am ready to travel,” she replied. He raised one eyebrow, the subtlest of plays, which forced his opponent to take her piece back and move again. “Sagittarius Major.”

      He ushered her into her seat. She had brought out the queen early to lay waste across the board. Then again, maybe she was playing checkers.

      “What do you wish to discuss, Secretary Anderson?” Binlow had tired of the game. He was now playing darts and had thrown his first at her face.

      “The Green Door. We should have jurisdiction.” Her claim had already been adjudicated in the UH, which spoke for all humanity. The archaeological find was on a planet situated conveniently at the other end of a wormhole. Close, timewise. Seventy-five light years away as the crow flew.

      “You are a member of the UH and have your say in the matter, as every member has. The UH will retain jurisdiction. Humanity speaks with one voice. Is there anything else?” The cold of space could not have rivaled the tone of his voice.

      “You don’t understand what you have. You idiot!” Her face turned red with her instantaneous transition to fury. “It’s an alien portal, technology that needs to be secured and brought back to Earth. We have scientists waiting to examine it, but who do you put in charge of it? A philosopher? You, sir, will be remembered for all time as the idiot who looked an alien in the face and refused to acknowledge his existence.”

      She glared as if the taunt were going to elicit a response. It did, but not what she was expecting.

      He laughed softly as he contemplated the words. “Of course, aliens built it. But why?” He leaned toward her, holding his hands together as if praying. “The scientists will get their turn in due course. Whenever Somal decides to give them their turn.”

      She readied a retort, but it fizzled before delivery. Secretary Anderson settled for clamping her mouth shut and shaking her head.

      Binlow stood. “One last thing. Please don’t ever come to my office and call me names. Show yourself out.”

      As if by magic, the door opened, and his assistant Beatrice held it for the ambassador’s imminent departure. He turned his back on the woman and returned to his seat, angling behind his computer screen so he didn’t have to look at her.

      What good was power if he couldn’t wield it on occasion? She huffed on her way out.

      Checkmate.

      

      Sagittarius Major, on the eastern edge of the Fermi Desert, southern hemisphere

      Somal set on a folding chair on the rough ground and sat contemplating the implications of the Green Door. It was there, embedded in the rock, forcing him to dig through everything he knew. How was less important than what. Had it ever led anywhere? Who had built it?

      If he could figure out why, then who might present itself.

      Alien or not? Had to be. Surrounding rock was a billion years old, but the door was newer. Science had already had its chance, and it couldn’t give him an answer. The door built into the rock in a way that made the rock appear to have flowed into and around it.

      “A joke?” Somal mused before standing and pacing before the artifact. “What matters the purpose of your design? Your existence is what matters. You were, most assuredly, not built by humans, and that makes you alien. Intelligent aliens exist or did at one point in the distant past. The question is answered. We are not alone. Unless the aliens died off, and then we are.”

      The doctor stood up and looked at the ground as he paced. The answers to his questions were no longer mired in the simple design of a door embedded in the rock.

      “Must we destroy to create?” he asked the door. “Do I have to tear you apart to find out what is inside?”

      Somal knew the answer. Scans showed only solid rock. Not believing, he’d had workers drill a simple hole that snaked from one side of the door to the area beyond. The scans had not lied. Behind the door lay rock of the same type in which the door resided.

      The wild speculation was that when opened, the door would be a portal to an unknown place, a different universe, a higher plane of existence. So many theories.

      Facts told him only what it was not.

      No energy of any sort pulsed from within. Not a portal. Not a door to something beyond. Not a single element of greater ruins. There was no evidence of a city, a town, or even a building.

      Not anything other than a Green Door set into a rocky hillside in the middle of nowhere.

      “The anomaly,” he had taken to calling it in his mind.

      A structure in an area that would not support life.

      The planet was fertile by human standards, just not this part of it. This part was a great desert with no rivers and no rain. The desert was one small part of the greater ecosystem.

      The planet that now served humanity.

      Somal rubbed his chin. “Why me?” he asked, repeating his assistant’s question. He was charged with nothing less than finding all the answers. A daunting task. He was already an expert regarding the anomaly. He knew more about it than anyone else, but the sum total of his knowledge was unimpressive. He had proven nothing.

      The galactic expert. The Green Door. A fertile planet far from home.

      “Tell me your secrets,” he pleaded.

      

      The Glory Star

      “Earth?” the farmer slurred his statement-turned-question. “They ain’t got no right to be telling us how backward we are.”

      The office pogue raised a drunken eyebrow. “We are slaves to Earth!”

      “Revolution!” the farmer declared, punching a fist into the air.

      The bartender reached across the bar and grabbed both men by their shirts. “I don’t want any trouble in my bar. Go home. Sleep it off and get back to work. We all have jobs to do. Starting a revolution isn’t in any of the descriptions. This is a good life we have here. Don’t screw it up by being stupid.” He pushed the two away and pointed to the door. The farmer leaned backward until he started to fall in slow motion, his hand grasping at empty air.

      He landed flat, smacking the back of his head on the floor. The sound made the others in the bar wince. The farmer groaned and reached up to caress his throbbing head.

      The bartender looked. No blood. He blew out a breath in relief. “That’ll teach you,” he called to the prone man, who was making no move to get up.

      The well-dressed lackey blinked, pointed, and started to laugh.

      “And you two idiots are going to start a revolution?” the bartender grumbled, raising one eyebrow when the office worker attempted to fix him with a drunken glare.

      “Another round for my friend and me!” he declared.

      “Only if you behave.” The tone was commanding, but he was already pouring the drinks. He would keep serving as long as they kept paying. “Banner crop?”

      “Like never before.” The farmer’s half-smile displayed his pride while his friend helped him off the floor.

      “Then why are you whining?” The bartender pulled out a polyacrylic glass to buff the water spots from it.

      “Just making a point,” the farmer said, avoiding eye contact.

      “Be thankful for what you have. I hear there were more food riots in Old India.”

      Both the men accepted their new drinks and nodded knowingly.

      “We do have it pretty good here.”

      “All kinds of good,” the office pogue agreed.

      “And we got aliens!” The farmer and office worker high-fived.

      The bartender couldn’t disagree.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “The opportunity to secure ourselves against defeat lies in our own hands, but the opportunity of defeating the enemy is provided by the enemy himself.” Sun Tzu

      

      Sagittarius Major, on the eastern edge of the Fermi Desert, southern hemisphere

      Alone in his tent, Somal stared into the encroaching darkness. Night. The infinity of space. His soul. The Green Door.

      Each remained hidden to him.

      He stood, left the tent, and started to pace. He clasped his hands behind his back and looked up. Stars became visible as his eyes adjusted. Slowly at first, and then more, until the sky filled. “The world in which we live.” He spread his arms wide. “From here to here.”

      The professor looked from his left hand to his right and shook his head, then dropped his arms.

      He resumed looking at the ground, where he found as many answers as he had in the infinity of the Sagittarian night sky.

      “Professor?”

      The voice startled him, breaking him from his reverie. He slapped a hand to his chest as if that would slow his racing heart.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you…” The young man’s voice tapered off. He was one of the earlier crew, still in his coveralls. The foreman had put his people to work elsewhere while waiting for Somal to pull his head out of his ass—the foreman’s words.

      Why was I startled? The professor examined his thoughts as a philosophical problem. There were no predators on Sagittarius. He was away from humanity, with its constant friction. He had nothing worth stealing. But he was the symbol of the Green Door. He was the arbiter of all things alien.

      “I don’t know how I feel about that,” the professor mused to himself.

      “About getting surprised?” The worker looked suddenly to be in a hurry to leave. No one wanted to hang out with a crazy man.

      That’s me! the professor thought unkindly before chuckling, confirming his self-diagnosis. He waved a hand, motioning for the young man to follow him into the tent and to sit on a campstool while the professor took the lone chair. “You have a question?”

      The young man smiled stiffly. “I’m Keith.” He shifted uncomfortably before staring at the floor of the tent and continuing in a soft voice, “What is the door?”

      Somal didn’t answer, not right away. He examined the young man. A worker, dirty from a hard day’s labor at the small outpost nearby. A town that was growing, taking on a life of its own apart from the Green Door. A light breeze rippled the tent flap.

      “What do you think it is?” the professor finally countered.

      “A door. Cast off from somewhere else.” His words were slow and deliberate. He leaned forward, seeking validation.

      Somal rubbed his chin in thought, dipping toward the young man and mirroring his pose before looking around and speaking conspiratorially. “Could be.”

      Keith relaxed. His smile was infectious.

      The professor found himself leaning back.

      “I’ve been thinking about that all day. Sorry about the foreman…” the young man didn’t finish his measured words. He was probably used to getting interrupted, but Somal wasn’t that impatient. He spent his life listening to understand. He would write his thoughts later if they were worthy of the ink.

      “I’m the one who is sorry. My plan was based on the hope your crew would find a clue that would tell me which way to go next.”

      “You don’t need to apologize.” Keith’s sincerity made the professor smile.

      Somal leaned back as far as his chair allowed, clasped his hands in his lap, and looked up as he started to speak. “I was given one month to solve this mystery. I have unlimited resources. Well, unlimited insofar as what I requested over a month before coming here and seeing what I might actually need. Way back when, nearly a generation ago, the scientific tests had been done, but in-fighting dragged the project to a halt because the data were inconclusive. They shuttered the Green Door Project because the leaders didn’t believe humanity could handle the truth.”

      “I didn’t know there was anything out here, and I have lived here my whole life.” The young man crossed his arms and gazed at the professor. “There were rumors, but who gives those any credibility?”

      “They were true, weren’t they?” A jibe. The young man nodded. The professor motioned toward a small refrigerator. “Can I offer you water?”

      Keith’s eyebrows went up, and he stopped nodding. He was frozen in place.

      “Ah.” It dawned on the professor. “Something a little stronger?”

      The young man’s change of expression revealed his hopes.

      From the bottom drawer of his field desk, the professor removed a lined stainless steel bottle filled with a forty-year-old single malt Scotch. “I brought this to celebrate the success of revelation, but we shall drink instead to all that we’ve learned. The sum total of our knowledge consists of what it is not, and that has the caveat of a definite maybe.”

      “We’re drinking to what we don’t know?”

      “After a fashion, yes.” The professor shared the liquor sparingly, looking at the golden amber with remorse as it spun within his metal cup. The young man downed his quickly and held the cup out for more.

      Somal ignored the gesture as he took a sip and, eyes closed, savored his favorite drink, letting its oaken undertones wash across his tongue.

      “I didn’t know you had company,” the professor’s aide said from the entrance to the tent.

      The young man jumped to his feet and pushed the stool toward the young woman. She avoided looking at him as she took it and carefully sat.

      The scent of patchouli wafted through the tent. Keith tried not to stare.

      And failed.

      “Keith. Meet Rebecca, my aide throughout this misadventure. Rebecca, meet Keith.” The professor leaned forward. “We were discussing his thoughts on the Green Door.”

      She nodded. “Any revelations?”

      “I think it was a castoff from somewhere else, but I don’t have any proof.” Keith sat on the floor and started searching for a way to get comfortable.

      Rebecca pursed her lips before sitting still. Her eyes drifted to the bottle.

      “I’d offer you a drink, but I have no more glasses.” He put the bottle back in the drawer without waiting for an answer. While no one talked, he took another sip and wished they would leave him to himself.

      As if hearing his thoughts, Rebecca stood. Keith rocketed to his feet and was already holding the tent flap back for her.

      The professor expected she could see the impatience on his face. “You stopped by for a reason. What is it?” he asked, motioning for her to sit. Keith let the flap fall, sending a new scent through the tent. Something different, but fresh.

      “The Green Door.” She sat down again, leaned forward, and put her elbows on her knees. “Who made it?”

      “Why, who, when, what, and how—the remaining questions we have yet to answer. One revelation might illustrate the next, and then the dominos will fall. Like finding the key in a logic puzzle.”

      The silence stretched on.

      “I should go,” Keith suggested.

      “Me, too.” Rebecca stood, and the two made eye contact briefly. Keith smiled. He held the tent flap and followed her out.

      The professor reached into his drawer and pulled the bottle out to recharge his glass. He saluted the empty tent and took a sip. “Here’s to you, Green Door, for bringing people together and tearing worlds apart.”

      

      Earth Central

      “No!” The Secretary-General’s hand started to shake. He looked at it, but it refused to calm down. Flexing didn’t help.

      “We need answers. We need leadership to mobilize for war against the aliens!”

      The European contingent shook their fists and glared at Binlow.

      “Without us, you wouldn’t be in that chair, and you know it! You risk your position if you defy us.”

      The hand relaxed once the threat was out in the open. Subtlety wasn’t their forte, and for that, the Secretary-General was glad. He crossed his arms and peered at them, a grin creasing his face.

      “War. With an alien race that’s been dead for a billion years, the only testament to its passing a Green Door to nowhere. Has humanity grown so weak? Did you expect that we would never find other intelligent life? I’m surprised we haven’t seen more. There will be no war. There is no reason to waste resources on folly.”

      “Where is the report that confirms this race is dead? Why are you holding out on us?”

      “There is no report because there is nothing to report. Give the man some time.” Binlow Dietrich traced the strain that had afflicted his hand. It had crawled up his arm and was now in his temple, making it throb until his eye started to twitch.

      “We need the information now!” More fist-shaking.

      The Secretary-General had never liked people coming to his office and making demands. He was rarely in a position to grant anything without getting dozens of others involved. He wasn’t about to jump through his butt for someone’s personal politics. That was the power of the chair he couldn’t wait to vacate.

      “There is no information. You’ll get it with everyone else when our on-site expert issues his report, and not before. You need to control your speculations. You can fan the flames, or put them out. That is within your control. Getting the report and influencing this august body is not.” The Secretary-General pointed to where his prescient assistant waited, holding the door open. “This meeting is over. Thank you for your time.”

      The bluster continued, but Binlow tuned it out. The delegation left after the Secretary-General turned his back on them to look out the window.

      No peace. Anywhere.

      “Your one-fifteen,” Beatrice spoke softly.

      Binlow raised a hand to wave off the next appointment, letting it linger in the air before changing his mind.

      “Show them in, please, Bea.” He spun his chair to see the Pan-Asian delegation march through the open door. It closed quietly behind them. He stood and bowed slightly, fifteen degrees, as social graces warranted, and they would either match him or bow lower to show deference.

      Fifteen degrees. Equal footing. In unison, they sat.

      He sat again and waited. His tolerance for small talk was at an end. Riots in Europe. He hadn’t seen the news but expected there would be riots in Beijing too, and that was what the group would talk about. What was the Secretary-General going to do about it?

      Nothing.

      The four members of the delegation quietly watched him, sitting upright, unwavering in their posture. After five minutes, he was the first to speak.

      “Beatrice. Please show the Pan-Asian delegation out. I have no time for staring contests.” Checkmate.

      That acted as the catalyst for action. The delegation thought the game had just begun.

      “You need to tell the world that we are under attack. Confirm what we know. And then we must defend ourselves.”

      “If I confirm anything, it will be that there is nothing going on. And we are most assuredly not under attack. Have you heard the expression ‘tail wags the dog?’” Binlow gestured toward the door. “Your appointment is finished.”

      Beatrice moved between the delegation and the Secretary-General.

      “You force us to take matters into our own hands,” the delegation declared, but they bowed before they left. Binlow remained seated until they were gone. Bea reappeared to announce the next appointment but was stopped by the look on the Secretary-General’s face.

      “Cancel my appointments for the remainder of the day. I have travel arrangements to make.”

      She stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. An interface tablet materialized in her hand as if by magic. “Details of your trip, Secretary-General?”

      “I am going to Sagittarius Major to see the Green Door for myself. The world can calm down as I carry the banner for Unified Humanity into the great unknown, confront the aliens on their world, and make it clear we won’t be trifled with!”

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then smiled and started the ball rolling. “Of course. I’ll arrange for you to leave as soon as possible.”

      He silently thanked her for not responding to his sarcasm.

      When the door closed behind her, he turned to look out upon the city as he crafted the press release in his mind.

      Unified Humanity. May the glory of your day shine on all.

      I will venture alone to the distant world of Sagittarius Major, a place where aliens once lived. I will show our banner, and should an alien threat be discovered, I will return with a request to build our fleet to defend Earth.

      I ask that you commit your thoughts and prayers to one world, a place where we stand together as a single race, the lone force in the universe.

      Until then, unite for a common cause. Humanity.

      Peace.

      Signed, Binlow Dietrich, Secretary-General
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      “Politics is the art of looking for trouble, finding it everywhere, diagnosing it incorrectly and applying the wrong remedies.” Ernest Benn

      

      Sagittarius Major, on the eastern edge of the Fermi Desert, southern hemisphere

      The professor groaned as if afflicted with kidney stones. Rebecca hurried to his side. “Are you okay?” No one ever asked that question when everything was normal.

      “We’re getting a visitor.”

      The aide leaned sideways to see the screen. “The Secretary-General?”

      “It looks like my time is up.”

      “But you haven’t found anything yet,” she parried.

      “Thank you for bringing that up.” It was sharper than he intended and struck home with the deadliness of a dagger thrust. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t meant to offend you.”

      “We haven’t found anything,” she clarified in a voice that was barely above a whisper before rushing headlong down the small hill the Green Door called home. He watched her go, considering it fruitless to call after her. The apology had been delivered. He would apologize again next time he saw her. Maybe even ask if she was okay.

      The irony.

      The professor had taken to sitting in front of the artifact and staring. Endlessly. Almost mindlessly. Once or twice a day, someone stopped by to run yet another test. He had scheduled them all, but they were running out of steam. The Green Door was losing its allure. It held tightly to its secrets, refusing to utter a single word of support.

      Every test resulted in more of the same—zero enlightenment. He was never disappointed by his disappointment. He was learning a thousand things that the Green Door was not. He needed more time, and that was something he didn’t have. He would plead with the Secretary-General. Use the opportunity to ask for more time.

      He didn’t need additional funding, just time. Politicians who saved money were held in high esteem, weren’t they?

      Somal wanted his rampant thoughts to make sense, but he was trying to use reason where the two men lacked a common frame of reference.

      The Secretary-General maintained a laser-like focus on Earth politics, a topic about which Somal was woefully and blissfully ignorant.

      By choice.

      The Green Door isn’t the problem. It’s how people react to its existence. Maybe I do need a politician’s help.

      The machinations of man for power were blasé—twenty-first-century drivel. The singular pursuit of government leadership. It had been studied to death. One enterprising grad student had summarized his research with a simple conclusion.

      Selfless service with power is the quickest route to narcissism.

      “Good thing I have no power,” the professor told the door before checking to see if anyone was within earshot. “What do you think, my friend?”

      The Green Door never answered, but he asked it questions all the same.

      Somal returned to his seat and poured a cup of coffee from his insulated flask. He slowly sealed it, unsure why it held his attention so. After a sip of the refreshing double-shot, he resumed his conversation with the door.

      “It was never beyond reason that sentient life existed elsewhere in the universe, so why the cognitive dissonance when it comes to you? Maybe humanity is not sufficiently evolved to understand or embrace the fact that we were not here first. And through it all, you remain only a door, one that leads nowhere. Maybe Keith was right. You were attached to a building once upon a time and dumped here after a remodel. Occam’s Razor. The simplest explanation is usually correct.”

      The Green Door remained stoic, never faltering or acceding to Somal’s requests.

      “Speak ‘friend’ and enter.” A Tolkien approach. “Friend. Amigo. Pal. Buddy.”

      The professor chuckled quietly. “I’ll add those to the list of things that were less than illustrative.”

      A breeze blew. As usual. That was the way of the desert. The plants looked different from what grew on Earth, but the scents were too similar for the professor to tell the difference. Jasmine, yucca, and purple sage. Patchouli, but only that once. Maybe Rebecca had brought it.

      Keith hadn’t seemed like the patchouli sort. But that was judging, something the professor strived not to do.

      “The report won’t write itself, my friend. I suspect the Secretary-General will want something to take back with him so he can be the first to deliver my findings. Even if I caveat every paragraph with ‘initial impressions’ or ‘unconfirmed,’ this will be the only report anyone will ever see. The ways of humanity are not always wise, but they are what they are. I will temper my presentation, but the substance shall suffer…unless you can give me one hint?”

      He raised an eyebrow, watching the Green Door carefully, always hopeful. Always denied.

      “I don’t know when I’ll be back.” The professor hung his head and strolled down the hill.

      

      The Glory Star, Clarion, Sagittarius

      Calm had settled over the bar. The clientele was more reserved than normal. The bartender was good with it as long as they spent their money in his place.

      The farmer and the young office worker had taken a table in the corner and were talking in hushed tones.

      A new group arrived, looking like military on vacation. But they weren’t on vacation.

      The Secretary-General was coming. He would be staying nearby.

      “Soda with lime,” one of them ordered, not looking directly at the bartender.

      “Only the best for our visitors. A twist of real one hundred percent artificial lime juice.” The bartender spray-filled a glass and shook a small plastic bottle twice.

      “I want real lime.” The man fixed him with eyes that said he was comfortable with violence.

      “We grow everything else here just fine. But citrus? The good folk in the fields think they have it figured out, but it will still be a couple years before you can get a fresh lime on Sagittarius. Do you want the artificial stuff or not?”

      The man glanced at the polyacrylic glass before him. The clear water bubbled, sending droplets over the rim and onto the bar. “Without.”

      The bartender took a drink from the glass and smiled. “You don’t know what you’re missing.” He pulled the man a new glass and handed it over. A quick flash credited the transaction. The man turned away to scan the bar. His three fellows were already spread out, examining the walls and the other patrons.

      “Welcome to the Glory Star,” the bartender said casually before turning hopeful. “Is there a chance the Secretary-General will come to my bar?”

      “None.” The military type didn’t bother turning around to deliver his rejoinder.

      “Then why are you guys giving me the once-over?”

      “This is us getting a drink. Security first, in all things.”

      “Only one of you bought a drink. If the others aren’t patrons, they’ll have to go.”

      The man turned around and locked his steely-eyed glare on the bartender. “Are you kicking us out?”

      “I’m kicking them out. You’re a patron. They’re not. Sorry, but them’s the rules.” The bartender continued wiping the counter as he talked. He hated trouble, but more than that, he hated troublemakers.

      “We could have this place closed down.” A chair squeaked as someone shifted their weight. No one else moved. Silence hung thick in the air.

      “You could. Is that how Unified Humanity conducts business now? Threat and intimidation? You know we comply with UH rules and regulations.”

      The man didn’t reply.

      “Which means our entire conversation has been recorded and relayed to a remote location. It’s the law.” The bartender appreciated it when laws worked in his favor.

      The man put his glass down and walked out. The others followed.

      The bartender snickered. “I have to put up with trash like that for a one-credit bubbly water he had me pour twice. Jagoff.”

      “Do you really record everything?” someone asked.

      The bartender pointed to small globes on the ceiling. “The housing is there, but the cameras have never been installed. You know how expensive twenty-four-seven capture and remote data storage is?”

      The clientele laughed.

      “I can’t afford that when you guys milk your beer! Come on, you suckholes, buy another round.” He waved them to the bar. They came as if they were getting a free round. Seeing the bartender stand up for their bar was better than paying for entertainment.

      The farmer and the young office worker clapped.

      “I still won’t have any of your sedition talk.” The bartender gave them the side-eye. They both shook their heads as one.

      The office worker held out his hand for the bartender to shake it. “Showed us how to stand up to bullies. I like it.”

      “Sometimes people need a cold splash of reality to knock them off their lofty perches.”

      “What if they come back?” someone else asked.

      “If they are paying customers, they are welcome to stay.” He pushed the beers across the bar one by one, registering each sale as a welcoming hand took it away.

      He didn’t want them to come back. His heart was still pounding from the last confrontation. If they wanted to, they could make his life hell. Maybe the farmer was right.

      Revolution!

      

      The eastern edge of the Fermi Desert, southern hemisphere, Sagittarius

      Rebecca hadn’t said a word all day, even though the professor had already apologized twice more. He considered yet another one to get her to open up. He needed someone to check his work before he handed it to the Secretary-General. Anyone. To say he was peerless in the project would do a disservice to his aide.

      And beating around the bush had gotten him nothing.

      “I need your help. I need you to work with me on the paper we are going to hand to the Secretary-General if he asks for it. No, make that, when he asks for it.”

      She finally looked up, but she wore an expression as if he’d just slapped her. He waited. She didn’t reply.

      He was out of patience. “Get your head out of your ass or leave.”

      She looked crushed.

      He had a doctorate in philosophy, and he was damned if he would ever understand his fellow human beings. Somal watched people and analyzed their behavior within the greater context of why they did what they did, but when it came face-to-face...

      Rebecca started to cry. The professor put his head in his hands and groaned.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I’ve been no help at all. I’ve tried, and I can’t come up with anything that hasn’t already been done or any data that wasn’t interpreted correctly. I just don’t know.”

      “The Green Door.” The professor’s words were definitive. “We have no purpose beyond determining what it was, and what it is. Everything else is a distraction.”

      “I know.” She blew her nose, and it wasn’t pretty. She tried to compose herself. It didn’t work. She continued to sniffle. A shadow crossed the doorway, and the young worker stepped in.

      “I heard the Secretary-General is coming and wanted to congratulate you, but I must have missed something...” His words trailed off. Rebecca turned away from him to scrub the tears from her face. She blew her nose again. Both men winced.

      The professor started rubbing his temples again.

      “I fear the visit isn’t going to be anything to celebrate.” The professor’s voice relayed his thoughts. In his mind, they were accompanied by a funeral dirge.

      “Why?” The innocence of youth. He moved next to Rebecca, softly gripping her hand between his. She looked askance at him and fought to collect her wits.

      The professor tried to observe dispassionately, but the only thing he could think of was that his report wasn’t getting written. He couldn’t review it, beat it up, rewrite it, or do any of those things academics did when producing a scholarly work. There was nothing to review.

      My reputation will be ruined. Maybe it’s time to retire.

      “Are you okay?” he heard Keith asking.

      Rebecca emerged from her shell, gently pushing the young man away. “We are under a great deal of stress, having to complete a full report before the Secretary-General gets here. I let it get to me, but I’m better now. Shall we, professor?”

      Jekyll and Hyde had nothing on his aide. Somal nodded, his expression neutral. He was determined to give none of his thoughts away.

      “The report is done, of course. You just need to massage it to perfection!” The young man beamed.

      Somal turned the tablet so Keith could see. There was a working title, and nothing else.

      “Oh, my,” the young man exclaimed. “You do have a conclusion though, don’t you? A theory you’ve formulated? An educated guess? Something?”

      “I hope I’m not ruining your faith in doctors.”

      The young man gritted his teeth and forced a smile. “I’ll leave you to it, then. If it were me, I wouldn’t want to say it was aliens, but it was aliens.”

      “I appreciate your advice. Wish us well. You won’t see us again until after the Secretary-General leaves. I’m told the site will be locked down to all but essential personnel starting tomorrow.”

      “Essential?”

      The professor pointed at Rebecca and himself.

      Keith lifted the aide’s chin, encouraging her to look at him. The silence grew heavy as he fought with what he wanted to say. “I think I’m in love with you,” he blurted before running from the tent.

      The professor continued to rub his temples while Rebecca stared in shock.

      The Green Door, he thought. Making people act weird for a million years.

      Somal had to redirect his roiling thoughts in the direction of his choosing, something that demanded more discipline from his mind. How were papers organized? He’d written hundreds throughout his career.

      Abstract. Introduction. Methodology. Results. Discussion. Conclusion. Cited works. Broad to narrow. He wasn’t sure the politicians would embrace the methodology. The professor had no doubt they wanted the bottom line up front, and they would read no farther.

      “We need to start with an abstract.” The professor hoped speaking aloud would bring his thoughts, as well as those of his aide, under control. “I’m going to copy the overview statement that sent us here. That’s as abstract as things get.”

      He smiled at his joke as a few taps put the abstract in place. When he looked up, Rebecca was smiling pleasantly, as if nothing had happened. “Would you read it aloud?” she asked.

      Not an unreasonable request, he thought. Let’s hear how it sounds.

      “First noted in 2118, the Green Door was kept secret. Studies at that time used both destructive and non-destructive methodologies means to test it, although it is important to note that destructive tests failed. The results were inconclusive, and the team refused to deliver a result. Project Green Door was buried and the secret kept. Recent developments have brought the project into the light, renewing calls for a thorough study. The original data was provided, and new scientific methodologies will be employed to make an informed determination of the origin of the Green Door and any potential threat to humanity.”

      “Threat to humanity?”

      “I know.” The professor shook his head. “When a project is funded, we don’t ask how or why, only that we have the latitude to study the subject freely. They have given me that, but I suspect if they don’t like my report, they’ll bury it. I have no problem with that because I know nothing. This whole report is going to be about sounding academic while saying nothing conclusive. Welcome to the big time.”

      “Is it always like that?”

      “No, only when the research is politically charged. Politics and science generally don’t mix well. Oil and water. And politicians fund a lot of research.”

      “If it supports their position, they promote it. If it doesn’t? Then no one will ever know. And I bet they tout those grants to their constituents, pointing out how they support science and research.” Rebecca was back on her game.

      The professor smiled. “Exactly. We have to toe the line because we have no answers. Roll up your sleeves, and let’s dictate the most profound-sounding steaming pile of nothing this side of Congress.”

      “Professor!” Rebecca cautioned. “Don’t be pedantic or sell yourself short. You are going to be profound because the only thing that matters is the conclusion. Maybe you should write that first.”

      “Isn’t it too early in the process for that?” Somal dissembled. She was correct. Nothing about the research methodologies or data would change the conclusion.

      “You already know what you’re going to say.” The top of her game.

      “Except as an archaeological treasure confirming that aliens once existed, the Green Door is irrelevant to human beings and their future,” the professor narrated as if quoting from memory. The pad captured his words under the section labeled Conclusion. He looked at it before removing the whisky from his desk drawer and pouring two glasses.

      He stared at the screen again, scrolling up and down to confirm there was nothing else. It was only a single page. “It seems anticlimactic when I’m looking at the words.”

      “But they are profound, Doctor Somal.”

      “I guess. It is the only conclusion I can draw, given the facts I ran through the analysis mill until the end result could be delivered in an undersized and less-than-tasty loaf. It will be the bread left behind, soon to be moved to the day-old sale bin.”

      She nodded but didn’t speak.

      He reread his conclusion. “I have nothing to be ashamed of. This will be good work if we fill the chapters in between as academia requires. Roll up your sleeves, Rebecca. The mind-numbing hard work is about to begin.”
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      “Far better is it to dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs, even though checkered by failure... than to rank with those poor spirits who neither enjoy nor suffer much, because they live in a gray twilight that knows not victory nor defeat.” Theodore Roosevelt

      

      Onboard Aromax, Unified Humanity’s executive shuttle

      The Secretary-General sat alone. He hadn’t authorized any so-called dignitaries to come with him. Beatrice was on board, but there were none of the usual sycophants or contenders. It was good to be him. He had issued a blanket refusal before anyone could submit their request.

      Security had gone ahead, even though he wasn’t concerned about the people of Sagittarius Major. Nothing he had seen suggested there would be a threat. They had lives and a purpose that didn’t involve Unified Humanity’s government.

      He couldn’t remember a time when UH wasn’t his life. He missed what he suspected had been a casual life, one where enemies didn’t shake hands because they didn’t exist. A life without contention.

      The Secretary-General’s goals had changed. Until he had the best seat in town, it had been the singular focus of his existence. Afterward, it was a burden that weighed heavily on his shoulders and aged him greatly. Only a couple more things to do, and he could retire.

      The Green Door. A monumental distraction from the issues on Earth. By personally going, he would disarm his enemies.

      So many enemies and no adoration, no matter what he did.

      It was never enough.

      Or right.

      Binlow chuckled while watching out the window, seeing everything and nothing at the same time with the clarity deep space provided. From the wormhole behind to the speck of light ahead that was Sagittarius Major was much nothing, under a backdrop of infinite stars.

      The calm. Time without a deadline. He closed his eyes. “Bea. I know you can hear me.”

      “Yes, Secretary-General.” When he opened his eyes, his assistant stood before him.

      “Take a seat, please.” He waited until she was sitting, although she sat upright in what appeared to be the least comfortable way one could sit. “We’ve been at this for thirty years. I’ve said ‘thank you’ before, but there’s more. Without you, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “I know.” Her answer wasn’t arrogant. It was a simple acknowledgment of fact.

      “When do you think I should hang up my spurs, so to speak?”

      Beatrice didn’t flinch or hesitate. “As soon as you declare victory from this. You will have defeated everyone who had nothing else to criticize you about. Go out on top. The longer you wait, the more likely it is a crisis will arise that cannot be resolved.”

      “Your counsel is flawless.” Binlow returned his gaze to space before continuing, “Was it always about winning?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even when I had to destroy people who deserved to be destroyed?”

      “Shine the spotlight on the behaviors you want to change.”

      “I’m not sure I understand what that means, Bea.”

      “Cockroaches like to do their business in the dark.”

      The Secretary-General turned to face his assistant.

      “Cockroaches?”

      “Some of the most powerful people in the galaxy, and that title suits them well. Destroying them by bringing their actions into the light was merciful.” Her back remained ramrod straight, and not a hair moved or muscle twitched.

      “They didn’t see it that way.”

      “Yet it needed to be done.”

      The truth dawned on him. “How much did you orchestrate without my knowledge?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      It sounded more like a statement than a question. There was much he preferred not to know. This knowledge joined the rest he had stashed in the plausible deniability locker.

      “I guess not.” He sighed heavily. “As soon as we wrap this one up...”

      He didn’t finish his statement.

      The unmoving stars were painted across a crystal-black sky. Some of the lights winked as obstructions blocked the light, if only for a moment. Interstellar gas clouds, the gravity of a black hole, a celestial body passing.

      “How do you think we should play this?” Binlow asked.

      She didn’t answer.

      “I see.” He didn’t see anything, but he had his plan. He expected she already knew what he would propose, even though he hadn’t shared his thoughts with anyone. After thirty years, how many secrets could remain?

      As transparent as a window.

      

      Sagittarius Major, on the eastern edge of the Fermi Desert, southern hemisphere

      Somal sat alone. His interim report was finished. He loved it as a scholarly work. He hated it as a form of enlightenment. No one would be smarter for reading it. On the contrary.

      He left the tent behind and strolled up the hill. It had been three days since he had last visited the Green Door. It had been roped off for that same length of time. Security had locked the site down.

      Couldn’t have someone plant a bomb where the Secretary-General was going to be.

      Patchouli. He stopped, turning his head back and forth while sniffing as he tried to determine where it was coming from. No other people were around. He walked in a circle, but it was gone as quickly as it had come.

      His chair was propped where he’d left it, undisturbed. A fixture now, as much as the Green Door itself. “What will someone researching a million years from now think? A chair in front of a door. It is important! We have to know why it’s there.”

      He found that he spoke to himself more frequently since he’d started working on Sagittarius Major. He had also become adept at answering.

      “But you don’t get to know. It is not yours to know.” Which required a follow-up question. “Then who?”

      “As a wise man once said, the problem isn’t the problem. It’s your attitude about the problem. And then sometimes, there is no problem.”

      He mulled the words of his alter ego.

      “Define the problem,” he ordered himself. He stood and walked back and forth in front of the Green Door. A normal door such as one would find at the entrance to a home, but not made of wood. They couldn’t determine what it was made of. Nor what the home looked like.

      “The problem is, this creates more questions than it answers. Its age and location confirm it was created by aliens, but it could just as easily be a relic from Earth’s past, were it not on Sagittarius. And if it were made of something we could recognize. A door for humans, but not made by human hands, unless humans aren’t indigenous to Earth. Is that a different problem? The problem is, who built the Green Door?”

      Satisfied with his conversation, he turned, the smile fading from his face as he found Rebecca and Keith standing there watching him. He couldn’t take his eyes off their hand-holding. They seemed to be doing it casually.

      “So...” Keith started slowly. The professor hated statements which started with that simple word. The phrase that followed was too often hearsay, speculation, or something designed for the juiciest of gossip. “Who built the Green Door?”

      Somal relaxed and shrugged. “The door shape and size suggest someone humanoid. We will never know more without discovering anything new. There isn’t enough data to draw a conclusion. We can’t pick which of five alien species it could have been because we didn’t know there were any. There could be hundreds, or there could be none, if the species who built this is extinct.”

      Keith nodded, satisfied with the answer.

      “How did you get in here?” the professor asked.

      “All you have to do is have someone vouch for you.” Keith winked at Rebecca. Pink tinged her cheeks.

      The professor was skeptical. It must have shown on his face.

      “I’m sorry!” the young man blurted. “I’ll go. I told you I shouldn’t be here.” He let go of her hand and dashed down the hill.

      Rebecca flashed angry eyes at the professor before running after the young man, calling his name.

      “I appreciate your help with the report!” Somal called after her. He shook his head. “I understand, but I don’t get it.” He turned to the door. “Same as you. You exist, but you shouldn’t. You serve no purpose except to throw our lives into disarray.”

      The professor began his slow walk down the hill. He double-checked the time. Still an hour before the official visit. An hour to do nothing but wait.

      UH security was already set up and watching. They had eyes and ears, both physical and electronic, in strategic locations throughout the site.

      Somal wanted a drink to calm his nerves. He trudged to his tent as if he were going to his own funeral, wondering if they had put a device under his desk to monitor the conversation. He’d have to remember that when he spoke.

      He was glad that no one was in his tent. He took his seat and tried to re-read the report, but couldn’t stomach it. He looked at the bottom drawer but didn’t open it. Somal expected they were already watching. He leaned back and closed his eyes while his mind raced.
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      “Professor?” Rebecca’s voice sounded small in the back of his mind but it grew louder. He opened his eyes to find his aide standing next to a distinguished gentleman dressed in the latest wilderness chic.

      He stood quickly, almost knocking his chair over as he tried to blink away the cobwebs. “Secretary-General Dietrich. I am Doctor Somal, and this is Rebecca,” he started, reciting the short greeting he’d prepared. “We are honored that you have come this far into space to see our work for yourself.”

      “Call me Binlow,” the Secretary-General replied warmly. He offered his hand, and the two shook. “Rebecca and I have already met.”

      He felt the sting of being absent when the entourage arrived on site.

      “I trust you received your schedule.” Somal fought to get his thoughts in order. They’d prepared a quick schedule that started with a visit to the Green Door. The professor gestured, but the Secretary-General waved him off.

      “Maybe we can just sit and talk.” He glanced at Rebecca. “Privately.”

      “I would like her to stay. She is critical to the success of the project. But I have to ask…you traveled all this way. You aren’t in a hurry to see the Green Door?”

      The Secretary-General offered Rebecca his seat, but she shook her head vigorously without speaking.

      “Do I need to see it?”

      “Isn’t that why you came?”

      “Not all things are as they seem.”

      The professor could accept that. It made sense.

      “No, you don’t need to see it. It is physically present, not any more or less than the rock in which it’s embedded.”

      “Yes.” Binlow gave the appearance of a man with patience but no love for wasted time. “What have you found out?”

      “We’ve prepared a report for you to take back to Earth.” The professor tried to hand the pad over, but the Secretary-General held his hand up, palm out, to forestall the delivery.

      “Just tell me.” No more patience.

      “It’s of alien origin and supports the possible existence of a humanoid shaped race. We’ve conducted the following tests...” The professor stopped talking after seeing the Secretary-General’s gesture.

      “Bottom line, please.”

      “Built by aliens, the Green Door is irrelevant to humanity and its future.”

      Binlow smiled a politician’s smile. It was neither warm nor cool, a simple accessory worn like a necklace or a hat.

      “I appreciate your candor. I don’t get enough of that. Is that your final conclusion?”

      “Not all the tests have been run yet, but I don’t expect any revelations. Maybe your office knows of more sites that could provide additional material for study?”

      The Secretary-General shook his head. “This is it. Right here resides all our alien contacts in the flesh.”

      “It’s not very much. A speck above nothing, too old to have any value. Just like we’ve never met an actual dinosaur although we have their bones in museums, we’ve not met an alien either.”

      “The knowledge that dinosaurs existed was reasoned and is welcome.”

      The professor saw the speck as the grand speck, like the revelation that the Earth rotated around the sun.

      “The existence of aliens is a completely different animal. Instead of dinosaur tracks, we have the bones. But here, we only have the tracks.”

      Rebecca leaned in.

      Patchouli. It wasn’t something from the desert. He wondered briefly why he hadn’t noticed her wearing it before.

      “Monsters in every closet and under every bed.” The Secretary-General had not yet made his point, but he was getting there.

      “Humans didn’t build the Green Door,” the professor parried.

      “Humans bear the full brunt of its existence.”

      The professor smiled and nodded slowly, his eyes closing with the gesture as thoughts took shape within his mind. “I have not used my understanding of philosophy as much as I should have on this project,” he admitted.

      Binlow waited.

      “Schrödinger. Occam’s Razor. The impact on humanity is both profound and irrelevant. Our fundamental understanding of the universe has changed while remaining the same.”

      “I think we’ll leave it at that.” A genuine smile. “For now. Is there a place you frequent here? I’d like to talk about other things besides politics. It’s not often I get out of my office.”

      Somal pointed to his office. “I don’t get out much,” he admitted.

      “There’s a place the locals go to called the Glory Star. I think that will work,” Rebecca offered.

      “Four,” the Secretary-General clarified. “Of course, you are invited, Rebecca, and I hear you have a boyfriend.”

      The professor choked and coughed.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she replied.

      “Bring him. We’ll meet you there unless he’s here. If so, we can ride together in my shuttle.” The Secretary-General turned to the still-coughing professor. “Are you coming down with something?”
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      “Sometimes it is better to lose and do the right thing than to win and do the wrong thing.” Tony Blair

      

      The Glory Star, Clarion, Sagittarius

      The security detail walked in and took positions around the bar. It didn’t look like any of them were buying.

      “I told you once, paying customers only.” The bartender tilted his head back to look more menacing. The UH officials ignored him. Next through the door was a local boy and a young woman who worked at the dig site. The Secretary-General followed them in, with an older man in tow.

      “I thought you said they wouldn’t be coming in here?” the bartender grumbled to the sparkling-water-drinking security guard before he realized the Secretary-General was staring at him. “Welcome to the Glory Star, Secretary-General!”

      Always a salesman. No offer of free drinks. Willing to sell the crew anything they wanted.

      “A table for four, please,” the older man requested. “And menus.”

      The bartender pointed without stepping out from behind the bar. The farmer and the office worker moved from their table to the counter so they could see better. One of the security team positioned himself in between.

      “That’s him, isn’t it?” the farmer asked. The bartender smacked him on the arm.

      “I already told everyone that. Don’t you listen?”

      The office worker nodded. “If you have any grievances, now would be the time, but they preach three to one at the office.”

      “Three to one? What the hell are you talking about?” The farmer tensed in his confusion.

      “Three good things for every opportunity for improvement.”

      The farmer agreed with a one-shoulder shrug. “Mister Secretary-General. I need to say my piece.” The security guard cut an imposing figure through whom the farmer would not go.

      “I’m here to learn,” the Secretary-General stated smoothly.

      “First off, I like being left alone to grow my crops and bring them to market. So thank you for that. I also like the regular shipments of supplies from Earth. Hell, and sending everything to Earth. It makes everything easy.” He stopped and ticked off the points on his fingers. He held up three to his office friend.

      The young man countered with two fingers.

      He considered his position while swaying slightly, and after a few moments, he added another point. “And I like that we have good booze in the Glory Hole.” The handful of patrons snickered.

      The bartender groaned. “Glory Star.”

      “Yeah, that,” the farmer agreed and sat down.

      “Well done.” His friend offered him an encouraging pat on the shoulder.

      The Secretary-General smiled and gestured to the bartender. “His next is on me.”

      They gave their orders, and Keith called them out loud to the bartender. He tapped them into a screen, and someone on the other side of a pass-through window moved to the grill.

      The professor and his group were not ones to make small talk, but the Secretary-General regaled them with stories from the interior workings of Unified Humanity. He made it sound like fun. Somal nodded politely and laughed when appropriate, knowing it was anything but. The Secretary-General still hadn’t shared why he had personally chosen to visit Sagittarius.

      When the lunch of burgers and fries made from a local root vegetable was served, the four pounced, eating as a respite from making polite conversation. The Secretary-General ate half of his before continuing in a voice loud enough for all in the bar to hear.

      “I have way too many opportunities to eat and too few to work off the calories. I know this was uncomfortable for you. I should have let you know before foisting myself upon this fine community, but you have been supremely gracious hosts, and I can’t thank you enough. I’m sorry to find that the Green Door was an elaborate hoax, and I am glad to have seen it for myself.”

      The professor’s jaw dropped. Rebecca scrunched her forehead as she reviewed the words in her mind.

      “But, but...” the professor stammered. The Secretary-General’s features froze as he held up a hand and shook his head almost imperceptibly.

      “I’m sorry the computer destroyed your final report. Maybe in time, you’ll be able to recreate it.” Binlow didn’t want any record of that report. He leaned over the table. “Shall we keep Schrödinger’s box closed, Doctor Somal?”

      “I thank you for the opportunity,” the professor found himself saying. Secretary-General Dietrich stood, waved, turned, and strolled out without a backward look. The entourage disappeared into the waiting shuttle, doubtlessly to return to Earth without making any other stops.

      “Who gets the bill, including the farmer’s beer?” the bartender asked, looking pointedly at the professor. Somal chuckled and pointed to himself.

      “A politician with his hand in the common man’s pocket. Go figure,” the office worker muttered.

      

      Dig Site, Sagittarius Major, on the eastern edge of the Fermi Desert, southern hemisphere

      A door unlike any other door.

      Somal sat alone before it, no longer under pressure to find answers to the unanswerable. His job was done, but his funding had been continued, maybe to keep him there, maybe to continue the search for extraterrestrials. He assumed the former. Once again, humanity had embraced its role as the only sentient species in the universe.

      The professor couldn’t be sure it wasn’t. He was only certain that it hadn’t been the first.

      

      The End

      The Green Door of Fate
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      You are still reading! Thank you for staying on board until now. It doesn’t get much better than that. I hope you found new authors to follow, new stories to spark your imagination, and ideas. Always ideas painted on fantastic landscapes. It is what makes science fiction great.

      

      Peace, fellow humans.
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      Please join my Newsletter (www.craigmartelle.com – please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook since you’ll get the same opportunity to pick up the books for only 99 cents on that first day they are published.

      If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

      If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon.

      Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

      BookBub – https://www.bookbub.com/authors/craig-martelle
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