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      "I do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States, so help me God.”

      The new President Wright stood with his right hand on the Bible as we gathered in front of the White House grounds where a hastily thrown together ceremony was being conducted. Jackson and I stood behind President Wright as he finished his oath and took his place as President of the United States. Before any of us had returned to the White House security teams were sent ahead to sweep through the place, ensuring that no security risks remained. All things considered, I didn’t rule anything out.

      Wright’s first act as President was to install a heavy military presence in and around the White House grounds. He didn’t view his administration as one that needed to make friends with the populace and wanted to be especially sure that the increasing unrest did not breach the perimeter. As a result, his swearing-in ceremony was sparsely attended. When he had finished repeating the oath, President Wright turned to face the few attendees who had been allowed to witness the ceremony in person. Only a select few were screened and approved to witness the new President’s rise to power. The dearth of crowds didn’t seem to phase him in the slightest. He stood tall, speaking in a confident voice and gesturing to the assembled with gusto as if he were speaking to a crowd of thousands. At least the guy didn’t have self-esteem issues.

      For the rest of the world, his face and voice were being broadcast from camera drones that hovered creepily in front of the podium like animals waiting for their prey. They made an endless buzzing noise that had been grating on my nerves since we had been called to stand outside. I stood well back from both him and the cameras, attempting to hide behind Jackson. Much to his discomfort, Jackson’s weapons had been taken from him. I could tell that he felt particularly uncomfortable standing near to his former military colleagues clad solely in alien armor. More than a few of the officers present made sure to cast narrow-eyed glances at him. Though no one would ever say it to his face, Jackson was looked unfavorably on by many men and women in the armed forces. Abandoning your fellow soldiers was bad enough, but fighting for another species entirely was too much for them to tolerate.

      Thankfully the presence of cameras and the knowledge that millions were watching seemed to ensure a temporary politeness, if not outright niceness—at least while the lenses were pointed their way. He returned the sentiment and hissed at them, making some of the more senior attendees jump. I was happy to see that Ka’thak had been teaching him a few tricks even if I thought he should play nicely right now as well.

      “Ladies and gentlemen.” The President paused to let the echo from his microphone fade. “It is my great privilege to stand before you today. Though it is with a heavy heart that I take this oath, I pledge to dedicate my presidency—and my life—to the preservation of humanity. This crisis has already taken so much and so many from us and I promise you that it stops today. With my leadership, we will overcome this trial together. My administration will lead us through to survival, no matter what.”

      No matter what. I had gotten weird vibes from this man since the moment I had met him but the creeping feeling crawling up the back of my neck was getting stronger. I understood political rhetoric was always promises over potential but ‘no matter what’? No matter what could mean a lot of things. Whereas President Lee had at least been forthcoming about the terrible choices she had to make, ‘no matter what’ sounded like none of that mattered. From what I had observed of the new President,, he conducted himself as the military man he was. Anything that was not mission-critical was expendable. In some ways, I could see the logic. A strong hand was needed, certainly, but an iron fist would only hinder our efforts. I felt it paramount that we  had to keep solving the problem with compassion and consideration for the gravity of the situation, not plow through it with recklessness.

      “There is another person, another hero, who deserves our recognition and thanks. Dr. Alexandra King, would you be kind enough to join me?”

      Wait. What? Me? Fuck. Hell no. Please swallow me up into the ground right now and let me die.. I absolutely hated public speaking. My classes, which seemed a lifetime ago, were the closest I got to giving speeches. Jackson coughed and shoved me forward. I glared back at him and made my way to the front of the crowd where the President extended his hand. He took the opportunity to pull me by the wrist into the center of the camera’s view and kept a tight grip on my arm as he spoke. The anxiety I was already feeling as immediately intensified. Not only was I being forced into the spotlight—I was physically unable to leave it. The way he smiled at me was even  off-putting. It was a big, toothy grin that reminded me of a lion about to pounce on unsuspecting prey.

      I pointed with my other hand at Jackson behind my back and motioned for him to join me. He smiled and shook his head, shrugging as I stood in front of the camera lights, trying to maintain my composure as much as possible. I was tempted to shoot him the finger but I figured there must be at least one camera near my back and thought better of it. I’d get him back for this later.

      “Dr. King was called to action at the very start of this crisis. From the beginning, she has lent her extensive skills and services to her country without hesitation. She led the initiative in establishing diplomatic contact with the aliens and was instrumental in quelling an insurrection within the alien government. She now occupies a prestigious position as the principal liaison to our alien friends.” Prestigious? I thought back to the months of grunt work and frustration I had endured. There was zero prestige, only endless work. At least Ka’thak’s people treated me with respect. To the humans, I was their glorified errand girl, fit only for the tasks they had no interest in doing themselves.

      I stifled the urge to cough. Great. Not only was I quite literally in the spotlight, but having my accomplishments listed in front of a worldwide audience was the height of humiliation. I had a problem with anything that could be perceived as me showing off. I wished desperately for some kind of distraction. Interruption. Camera failure. Rogue hawk crashing into the cameraman. Anything. Please? No such reprieve came. Damn. I just had to grin and bear it, then. Fake it ‘til you make it.

      “Dr. King and Lt. Colonel David Jackson both ensured the destruction of Jesse Proctor and his attempt to control the survival of the human race. She has demonstrated valor above and beyond the call of duty and above that expected of any American. It is for this reason that I am awarding her the Presidential Citizens Medal.”

      A round of applause from the paltry crowd. Wright paused to take the medal from a young woman. I wanted to shrink away from him as he affixed the medal to the lapel of my jacket. The man stank of sweat and old coffee. It took significant effort to not wrinkle my nose. I stood and forced a smile at the applause of the assembled. I balled my hands into fists and felt my nails digging into my palms. All this celebration of my efforts had to come with a price. Politicians weren’t known for handing things out for free. The other shoe would drop.

      “As she has been such an integral part of our efforts, I am appointing Dr. King the head of the committee to select the passengers on the starship she helped capture.”

      I managed to keep my face straight and forced a smile as he took my hand to shake it again. This was the last thing that I wanted on this Earth or any other. Of course, it fell on me. The new President had to preserve his good image. Leave it to the old rich guy to use someone else as the scapegoat. Nothing like being railroaded into a job you never asked for on national television. For better or for worse, I was the new face of our mission to the stars.
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      I stood and pressed my arm against one of the windows of the ship as I watched the shape of the Floridian peninsula come over the horizon. Even though I had spent well over two weeks in orbit,, I hadn’t gotten over the sight of the big, spinning blue ball below us. It was truly beautiful to witness the whole of humanity on such a scale. I was lost in my thoughts when I heard the click of Ka’thak’s claws behind me and turned to salute.

      “Relax. Jackson. You’re not on duty. May I watch with you?”

      “Of course, sir.” I moved aside so that Ka’thak could have a better view. “I find it hard to believe that President Wright chose to launch the ship first and resupply in orbit. Seems like the opposite of logical if you ask me.”

      “Hm,” Ka’thak agreed. “Yes, it does indeed. I understand how he is under pressure to reassure his people by taking action.” Ka’thak was under much of the same pressure. Both the council and our people were chomping at the bit to be on our way. It seemed like the closer the time got the more difficult it was for them to wait. I honestly couldn’t blame them. The aliens had lost so much, and so many. What should have been a difficult task had turned into a living hell.

      “I suppose so. I can only hope that he isn’t making a mistake. It’s not as if they have another backup.” The next ten minutes would be humanity’s greatest triumph or their worst defeat. No pressure on the guys manning the helm, I was sure. I was happy to not be in their shoes.

      “From what I have heard, the American President assumes that it will be more difficult to cause any damage to the ship in orbit. It’s obvious that he hasn’t been properly instructed in the risks of space travel.”

      I laughed. “That’s typical of most American Presidents. Certainly no reason to let him know that now.”

      “At the very least he hasn’t asked us to provide any assistance this time. I have respect for the humans, Jackson, but I’m very happy to be attending only to my own affairs once again.” Ka’thak sighed.

      “I can certainly understand that, sir. You’ve done a lot.” That was the understatement of the century. Ka’thak managed a small smile.

      “We’ve done a lot, my friend.” Ka’thak knocked his head into mine softly. I paused a moment with him before turning my attention back to the launch. I still felt tense as we waited for the ship to lift off. Intellectually I knew that things were most likely going to be fine. Emotionally, I confess that I was sitting on the edge of my seat. Nothing to do for it now. Whatever was about to happen was out of my hands.

      The weather was blissfully clear so we had a decent view, and launch conditions were about as ideal as you could ask for. I can’t say that I understood spaceflight as well as Ka’thak or any alien did, but launching a spaceship didn’t seem that different from making a flight plan. The sheer magnitude of the ship made it easily visible to us, even from orbit. I pulled a small tablet from my pocket and tuned into a broadcast of the launch Earthside. The pre-flight checks were already in motion. I wondered if Alex was aboard. I wondered if she was all right. Until the ship was in orbit I wouldn’t have a way to contact her. Even if she wasn’t on the human ship just yet, I had no doubt that she would be otherwise occupied.

      My mind pulled me back to when I was listening to the last countdown with her, moments before the original ship was blown to pieces. The shock on her face. The disappointment and sadness in her voice. The realization that there was no other way out. She had been searching for another solution to save humanity at the time. She hated the idea of excluding anyone from being saved. Now we were only left with this single chance. This time the captured ship had been inspected time and time again by both alien and human soldiers. I had selected the team of alien soldiers and engineers myself. I still kept going over and over things in my head, convinced that there was something, some little detail or problem that I missed. Paranoia well earned after everything that had happened.

      “Everything’s settled with you, yes?” Ka’thak inquired quietly. “Now that the humans have a viable route to life in space, I could understand it if you wanted to stay with them. We would understand. It is not an easy thing to be ripped from your people.”

      Was I truly ready to say goodbye to humanity? At this point, yes. I was tired of fighting for beings who were all too often out for themselves, no matter the cost to others. Besides, what better way to live out my life was there than to fight for a cause I could truly believe in?

      “No,” I responded, “My place is here. I meant what I said, sir. I will spend my life serving you and our people. Still, it is a little strange watching this.”

      Ka’thak put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. I was constantly astounded at his patience. Thankful, too. It was because of him that I had been afforded the chance to mold myself into a proper member of alien society. It was on his word that I lived and served.

      “We certainly have come a long way since we first met, haven’t we?” the alien captain suggested, looking over my shoulder at the tablet. There was a lot of radio chatter, but things were proceeding as planned.

      “Hah, yes, yes we have.” I heard the flight checks being finalized and the countdown started. This was it. Humanity’s last, best hope for life. There was no going back, no second chances. The next few minutes would decide the fate of our species. If something went wrong now, well, I had done my best.

      “You know that you’re completely accepted here, right, David?” Ka’thak murmured. He had been quiet this entire time, leaving me to my thoughts and only speaking when necessary. There was no other being in the universe who understood what it was like to see the fate of your race hang in the balance. What a strange time the two of us had lived through.

      “Yes sir, I do.” It was not going to be easy, but the future I had with these people was bright. I looked forward to the adventures to come. On my last day, it would be one hell of a story to tell.

      “I just want to be sure you won’t regret the decision later. After we part ways with the human ship—whenever that is, there will be no going back. We still haven’t decided how the ships will travel. The council has yet to determine whether or not we will travel together as a group or go separately. We’ve certainly provided the humans with enough information to get them on their way. After their ship is properly supplied, we will no longer be needed.”

      “I understand that, sir. It will certainly be an adjustment, but I’m ready. This is my path, and I'm proud to be on it. Everyone here has accepted me in a way that I have never experienced, or expected. As for the ships, it is certainly up to our honored council as to the course we will take and I will be happy to support their decision.”

      “5...4...3...2...1...and we have lift off at 13:00 hours.” The tablet’s speakers roared with the distant sound of the ship’s engines firing. Ka’thak and I turned back to the window and watched the tiny starship grow larger. I felt myself holding my breath and exhaled sharply. At the very least I had to remember to breathe! Intellectually I knew that things would probably be fine, but so much had gone wrong. I was surprised at how scared I felt. Surprised at how scared I was for Alex.

      “It will be all right, Jackson. The ship is sound. The people piloting it are well trained. I cannot guarantee everything, but we have prepared for this. Trust in our work,” Ka’thak said. “Though, this one was built by humans, so perhaps you have a reason to worry after all.” He laughed softly, joking in an attempt to break the tension.

      “You’re an ass, sir.” Although I had to admit he was right. Just as when I had said goodbye to the Earth for the final time, ascent into orbit was relatively safe. Both ships were loaded with scanners that could identify particulate down to the nanometer and Ka’thak had personally signed off on the orbital conditions with the newly reestablished NASA mission control before the launch sequence was initiated. Everything would be just fine. The ship got bigger and bigger in our view until it was right next to us, mirroring our orbit. The sight of it was something to behold. The engines stopped firing when the twin ship established a coordinating flight path, the blue exhaust plumes extinguishing themselves suddenly.

      “That would appear to be that,” Ka’thak said. “I will leave you and get in contact with their pilots should they need any assistance.”

      “Yes, sir. Do you mind if I remain here for a while?”

      “Not at all.”

      After he left, I tried to reach Alex but I couldn’t raise her on her phone or by radio. If she was already on the ship it was entirely possible that they would be under a communications lockdown until everything was secured, but I thought I’d give it a shot. Each attempt at contact rang through, and I left messages on several different platforms.

      “Hey Alex, it’s David. I’m not sure if you’re up here already or not—wave out a window if you are. If you’re still Earthside, I hope everything is going all right down there. Get back to me when you can, all right? Big changes up here. I don’t want you to miss it.” I ended the call and put the tablet away so I could watch the Earth and the ship as they drifted by.
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      “Fuuuuuuuuuuuck.” I groaned, putting my head in my hands. My temples throbbed and my vision was starting to feel a little blurry. I had never gotten migraines in my life but I was starting to wonder if this is what it felt like.

      “Dr. King?” Damilola, one of the interns I had recruited to push the ambassadors through the initial investigations of Proctor’s men, poked her head into my office.

      “Mhmm?” I responded, not moving from my position.

      “…are you all right?” The young woman cautiously walked into my office, almost tiptoeing with worry that she might disturb me. I took a deep breath and lifted my head. It wasn’t her fault that I was exhausted.

      “Yes, I’m all right,” I replied. I’m sure that sounded believable. I had been up for two straight days. After President Wright announced that it was going to be my responsibility to select the passengers for the ship we had seized from Proctor, sleep had become elusive. After all, I was now in charge of deciding which out of millions of people were worthy of living and which I would sentence to a horrific death. Between the endless work and the ethical crisis, I was lucky if I could grab a couple hours every night. Anyone facing this kind of decision should find it hard to sleep. Alas, I was still human and the lack of rest was wearing hard on me.

      “Can I get you a coffee or anything?” Damilola waited in front of my desk.

      “You don’t have to get me anything, Damilola.” I sighed. “But if you’re offering, I’d kill for a mint tea right now.” The cups of coffee I had been chugging to stay awake were wreaking havoc on my stomach.

      She smiled sympathetically at me. “Of course, Doctor.”

      She returned a few minutes later with a large mug of steaming tea. I shut my eyes as I inhaled the calming smell. It was still too hot to drink so I set it on my desk and invited Damilola to sit with me while we waited for it to cool.

      “I haven’t been keeping up with every detail of what President Wright set out for you but it’s plain that it’s been pretty rough.. Would you like to talk about it?”

      Did I? Was it possible for me to even convey how horrific this was? I didn’t have any idea about how I could look this brilliant woman in the eye and tell her that I would be killing her parents, her siblings, and possibly her. I hated this. I had tried to pass the responsibility off to anyone and everyone else, and the President blocked me at every turn.

      “I would love to talk about it, but I’m afraid it’s not my place to disclose anything.” I rolled my eyes to convey my disdain for classification. “Top secret stuff. It’s bullshit, but I’m sorry. They’d have my head.” Coward, I thought.

      Damilola frowned and seemed ready to say something but I guess she thought better of it. She reached across the desk and placed her hand gently on my arm. “I understand, Doctor King. I’m sorry I can’t help take some of the pressure off of you.”

      I smiled a regretful smile. “I really do appreciate the offer, Damilola. Get home, it’s well past your time to leave.”

      She stood and walked to the door. “What can I say, I like the work.” She grinned and left.

      I set the mug of tea down and closed my office door, then let my head fall to the desk.

      “I hate this,” I cursed to the air. “I fucking hate this so fucking much.” Language, Doctor! I heard Jackson’s voice in my mind. He was always so jokingly appalled when I swore. I took a deep breath and sat up to review the lists again. After her death, all of President Lee’s notes had devolved onto me. It seems that it was her wish that should she meet an untimely demise that I should be the one to take over the project for her. Unfortunately, that power was not mine to take. Soon after his swearing-in ceremony President Wright had kicked his staff out of his office and made his own list.

      The issue of supplies had already been settled. After space was allocated for the necessary equipment we would need for colonization, we would be able to fit a thousand humans aboard. We had  hoped for two thousand, but the breadth of supplies we needed took up more space than expected. President Lee’s list of passengers had included the best and brightest, as she and I had discussed, but it also listed passengers with humanitarian talents and services as well. We had some of the world’s greatest scientific minds that were meant to share a berth with the planet’s most prolific artists. I was happy to see that the former President understood that humanity would need the arts almost as much as it would need the tools to survive. She wasn’t wrong.

      Under my left hand was President Wright’s list. His was decidedly more ridiculous; while he hadn’t completely shunned the direction of his advisors and included a good number of doctors and engineers, the other half of the list was comprised of current or former military personnel. Taking up the last few spots were names that everyone knew. Those who had been wealthy enough to buy their way in. America at its finest. Gross, to say the very least. I had been scheming ways to try striking a compromise with the President. My latest idea involved cutting the number of military personnel dramatically but allowing the President to hand-select a platoon’s worth of soldiers and officers to board. I was feeling pretty good about that one until one of my interns pointed out the possibility of coming across hostile life on an unknown planet.

      Another plan shot to hell by the obvious. Damn. As much as I groused about it, I had to admit he had a point. Hell, how many times had I had a gun held to my head over the past year? I had to admit that he had a point, so I scrapped the offer. The best I could come up with after that was pitching to the President that if we were going to source military as passengers that it would be beneficial to bring on troops who had some other credentials besides being able to shoot. We could bring in soldiers with degrees in engineering, experience with medical care, things that would be needed to rebuild a civilization.

      I picked up my phone and dialed Shawn, one of my interns who was a former grunt in the Army. It was getting on past dinnertime now and I was surprised that he picked up.

      “Hey, Shawn, who else is there with you?”

      “Hi, Doctor King. Just me and a couple of the guys trying to get some extra work in before heading home, why?”

      “I hate to do this, but can I ask you to gather everyone who is still here and bring them to the conference room? I’ll order pizza. And beer.” Bribery always helped, I just hoped that the remainder of the team was up to it at this hour of the day.

      Shawn chuckled over the line. “We do technically work for you, you know that, right? You can just order us to get our asses into the conference room. Ma’am.” I stifled a laugh. For his young age, Shawn was very prim and proper. A true military gentleman. I had cultivated such a casual workplace that I think he forgot his polite Midwestern upbringing once in a while. “Please excuse my language, Doctor,” he responded. “Of course I can get these guys together. Give us ten minutes and we’ll be there. Oh, and can you get a Hawaiian pizza with the other ones you’re ordering? I have a bet with Jenkins here that he won’t be able to eat it.”

      “Sure, you want me to tell them to put extra anchovies on top?” Talking with my interns helped. The hellish tasks ahead started to feel a little more distant and I felt my shoulders relaxing.

      “Heck yeah. Bet you five bucks he pukes at the smell.”

      “You’re on.”

      I hung up the phone and dialed the only pizza place near here that was still operating. This wasn’t by accident. When the President heard about my insistence to keep my young staff, he had personally re-hired the staff at the local pizzeria and told me to put everything on my government tab. Far be it from me to let that money go to waste.

      As it turned out, Jenkins did not vomit at the smell of the pizza. Worse, he ate most of it. The meeting lasted just over two hours. I instructed the interns to poke holes in the argument and they admitted that they couldn’t. It would be very hard to argue that it would be more important to have the average infantryman over a specialist. I trusted my interns and was about to wrap things up when one of the security guards for my building stuck his head into the room.

      “Miss? Phone for you.”

      “Who is it?” I was enjoying myself, chowing down on pizza and drinking cheap beer with young people who were still full of hope for the world. It had better be damned important to make me rip myself from this.

      “It’s the President, miss. Should I have them transfer the call to your office?”

      Crap. I told the guard to do that and dismissed the interns for the night. I heard them laughing and joking as they scooped up the remaining pizza and beer before leaving for the night. I paused before a small mirror to check my appearance before I answered the video call ringing on my desk. I looked like hell, but there wasn’t a lot I could do about it now. I finger-combed my hair back and did my best to straighten my shirt.

      “Mr. President, to what do I owe the pleasure?” I was surprised to find that President Wright looked almost as haggard as I did.

      “Could you update me on your work, Doctor? I don’t need the play-by-play, the Cliff-notes version will do.”

      All right, straight to the point then. “We are making excellent progress on determining who should be allowed aboard the ship. We will have our recommendations to you in the next day or two.”

      “That’s good to hear, Alex.” I sincerely doubted that, as the President failed to even manage a feeble smile. I bristled at the use of my first name. After the past couple of days, I was tempted to correct him but the faster I got finished with this call the quicker I could try to get some sleep. “I’m afraid I must ask yet one more thing from you.” I managed to disguise my glare as fatigue. I blinked my eyes a few times before answering.

      “Yes, sir. Forgive me, it’s been a long day.”

      “Understandable. I have the engineering and maintenance teams ready to go here, but they don’t have the procedures down pat yet.” I thought I was making the decisions on passengers? “Given your close relationship with Commander Ka’thak and Lt. Colonel Jackson, I would like you to ask if the aliens would allow some of our crews to shadow them aboard their ship for a little while to get some first-hand exposure to what they will need to work on.”

      I bit the inside off my cheek to keep from laughing. This was going to go over as well as a lead balloon. Sadly for me, I had to recognize the President’s logic. It wasn’t a totally unreasonable request.

      “I can certainly do my best, sir. I think I can get them to agree.”

      No, I can’t, you ancient fool. I knew that the truth wasn’t going to help me here so I chose to omit it.

      “Good. I expect you to make the request tomorrow morning.”

      “I’ll arrange to get myself on a shuttle, sir. The aliens won’t appreciate a remote call for this. If I’m going to ask any further favors from them I had best do it in person.”

      The President waved a dismissive hand. “Yes, yes, whatever you need to do. I’ll have confirmation of your shuttle sent to your inbox. Be ready for an early morning. Doctor.”

      Oh, goodie.
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      “Sir, have you heard the news?” I practically skidded into the bridge. Ka’thak turned and cracked a smile at my enthusiasm. A few others nodded toward me with grins. None of them had seen me this elated before.

      “Only that the good doctor is coming to visit us, but what’s the news?” He chuckled.

      “Fine, be that way.” I grinned to take the sting out of my words and resisted the urge to stick out my tongue. Alex was coming! I was overjoyed at the news. I could chalk it up to boredom waiting for the Earthers to get their shit together but the truth was that I was a little too thrilled about the prospect of seeing another human being. I was woefully cut off from contact up here and I couldn’t wait to sit down with Alex and hear about everything going on down on the surface. I wanted to know everything that was going on with her too, make sure that the American President wasn’t making her life too much of a hell.

      I nodded and sprinted off to go receive the shuttle. When I got to the landing bay the craft was already on approach. I reminded myself that bouncing up and down with glee was unbecoming of a senior officer and settled into leaning against the wall while the ship docked with ours. I crossed my arms and tried to look as intimidating as possible. Though I was no longer among their number it was always fun to screw with the infantrymen. A small cadre of guards stepped out. I recognized one or two from previous missions and they nodded, smiling quickly at me before forming into a line. It was good to see that the President hadn’t shaken things up too much. After the grunts filed out I saw Alex, clad in her usual outfit and looking a bit shaky. Her face lit up when she saw me and I gave her a bear hug that made her struggle for air.

      “How was the ride, little sister?” I laughed as she held onto the wall for support. She shot me the finger.

      “I…” she stammered slowly, trying to bring her breathing back to normal. “I think I might hate that more than helicopters.” A significant statement, considering she had been in a crash and kidnapped out of one before. I grinned. Airsickness is bad. Spacesickness is worse. Or so I had heard.

      “Doctor, what a pleasure it is to see you again!” Ka’thak’s voice rang from behind me. “Was your trip into orbit pleasant?”

      “As much as it could be, I’m sure.” Alex hurried to the alien and caught him in an embrace. He seemed surprised for a moment but returned the gesture. One of the guards Alex had brought with her coughed. She rolled her eyes and introduced her guards. One by one, they nodded seriously at Ka’thak. Showing deference to a fellow soldier? Or trying to look intimidating when confronted with a powerful alien that had at least six inches of height on the tallest of them.

      “Stay here. Please,” Alex instructed the guards. “While you have been given permission to be on this vessel I wouldn’t count on all of the aliens being thrilled about it. I am well guarded. Besides, I’m not sure I rate highly enough on the President’s list to have one of you follow me to the bathroom.”

      The man who had cleared his throat opened his mouth but shut it again. Sit, stay. You boys have no idea what you’ve gotten into, have you? I thought. Poor bastards. I was glad to see that the doctor had embraced her new command with more confidence. She certainly had earned it.

      “Come,” Ka’thak said, “I’ve prepared a room for us.” He led us down a corridor to a room normally reserved for officers to gather. Alex sat and set her briefcase on the table. I remained standing, waiting for further instructions. Before Alex could open her bag, Ka’thak held up a hand and disappeared from the room. A few minutes later he returned with a female, both of their arms laden with food and drink. The female set the food on the table, dipped her head to me and Alex, and left. “First, we eat and drink,” Ka’thak said. “You may sit, David.”

      I sat down next to my commander and took stock of the spread in front of us. There were surprisingly few alien foodstuffs present. It seemed that one of the chefs had taken special care to research Earth food and prepared a number of different options, including chocolate chip cookies. I wanted desperately to reach out and grab one—or four—but I waited for the commander to serve himself first. It was the polite thing to do. Ka’thak served his own plate, piling different foods from each tray onto it. When he saw my hungry look he picked up a cookie as well.

      “I have never tried most of your food, I’m afraid,” he admitted. “Is there somewhere I should start?”

      “The cookie.” Alex and I pointed to it at almost the same time and laughed. Ka’thak examined it carefully and sniffed before taking a delicate bite. He chewed for a moment and then his eyes went wide before he chowed down the rest of the cookie.

      “Delicious! They call this a ‘cookie’? Fantastic. I will have to have my cooks prepare them more often. Thank you, Earthlings. Truly a good place to start when sampling your cuisine.”

      Alex and I both piled our plates as high as Ka’thak’s—out of courtesy, of course. There was a wide assortment of meats, cheeses, fruit, and bread. Everything looked delicious, and the fresh food smelled just like it had at home. I wondered for a moment where the chefs had located half of it but pushed my curiosity out of my mind. I’m sure they had a replicator or two hiding in the kitchens that I didn’t know about, or that they 3D printed asiago cheese from scratch. I had grown accustomed to alien fare but I couldn’t wait to stuff my face with some good old homegrown chow. We filled the breaks between bites with innocuous questions. How was everyone holding up? What was the mood like, both here and on Earth? Was the new President a good one? Was Alex enjoying her first time in space? She dramatically clutched her stomach at that question and asked us to not remind her.

      When we had finished most of our meals, Ka’thak pulled his tablet from a pocket and set it on the table. Alexandra reached into her briefcase and pulled out several manilla folders and a tablet of her own. Ka’thak borrowed her tablet for a moment to establish a remote data connection and handed it back to her.

      “Now, please tell me what brings you to my ship, Doctor,” Ka’thak requested. “Surely you didn’t take the ride all the way from Earth simply to join us for lunch?”

      “I’m afraid not.” She sighed. “I am here at the ‘request’ of President Wright.” Her voice took on a slight edge and I knew that her time with the new administration had been anything but pleasant. “The President would like me to formally request of you that you allow a small group of human engineers onto your ship for about a week so that they may shadow your engineers and mechanics. It would seem that in their haste to launch the human ship the people in charge neglected to develop training materials on Earth. While I am personally extremely loath to ask this of you, I would prefer to not be blown to pieces by a baby engineer who pushed the wrong button.”

      Ka’thak looked at me for a translation of the overly wordy script. “The President wants our engineers to teach his engineers how to do their jobs.” I simplified.

      “Ah. I should have foreseen this. I can’t find a reason why this would not be possible, as long as the humans go where they are supposed to go and nowhere else. I am sick of human interference with my plans and the last thing I need is to have one of them press the wrong button and blow a hole in the side of my ship. They’ll consent to a small security force and their movements will be tightly regulated,” Ka’thak stated. “Do you feel that this would be agreeable to your President?”

      “Do you think that he has any other choice? I’ve got him by the…hair.” She laughed. I snorted a laugh myself. “Don’t worry, I’ll make it very, very clear to President Wright that you will require he send only his most intelligent humans who are interested in actually making it back to the human ship for their journey. If any of them steps out of line, please feel free to contact me directly. It would be my sincere joy to scare the crap out of a bunch of dweebs who don’t know better.”

      I chuckled. Becoming accustomed to her command, indeed.

      “In the meantime, please consider yourself an honored guest aboard my ship.” Ka’thak gestured around us.

      “Thank you, Ka’thak, but I’m needed back on Earth,” Alex demurred, casting her eyes down. I went around the table to clasp her by the shoulders.

      “Come on, Alex,” I said, squeezing her arms so hard she yelped. “Surely the old man can do without you for a little while, can’t he? It’s not like you can’t work remotely and we have a better data connection on this thing than anything you’ve ever seen on Earth. Not to mention that you owe me a hell of a lot of drinks, my friend.”

      “I might add that the people love you, Doctor.” Ka’thak chimed in. “They would be thrilled to see you among our numbers, and when all this is said and done they may not have another chance to see you again. I know the children would be especially happy for your presence.” He slid a sly grin my way. I knew that he had hit the nail on the head. Alex was an absolute sucker for the alien children. She loved their inquisitiveness and simplicity. They loved her too, knowing that whenever she was near that they would be guaranteed a playmate who could sneak them extra food from the dining table. They were nigh inseparable from each other and she usually managed to send them on their way only when she put on a show of great reluctance that she had to return to her work.

      “Oh, and send your guard back home,” I directed. “I appreciate that they came up with you but I think there is no place in the universe safer for you than with us. Toss the grunts and you’ll never have to hear another word about protocol as long as you’re up here. I don’t like that they tried to challenge your orders in the first place. Pack them up and send them off.”

      “Fine, fine, you had me at the kids.” She shook her head. “Thank you, Ka’thak. I would be honored to spend whatever time I can with your people. I can’t promise that I won’t amass an army of kids to come and attack their elders, though.”

      Ka’thak looked at me slightly alarmed and I shook my head. “She’s kidding…I think.”

      “Gather your things and I’ll have Lt. Colonel Jackson escort you to your quarters. Don’t worry about clothing and supplies, I will send someone by shortly to take your measurements and we should have some printed up for you within the next hour or so.” Ka’thak gathered up the remaining chocolate chip cookies and passed them to her. “Take these to your room as well, I fear that I may eat the whole plate if left to my own devices.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she replied. She reached across the table to shake his hand and Ka’thak left, leaving the two of us in the room alone.

      “Can I join the kid army?” I asked, pouting.

      She looked at me pityingly. “I suppose so…you’re practically a child as it is so it shouldn’t make that much of a difference!”

      I held a hand to my chest in mock shock and then pretended to lunge for her. She moved aside deftly and walked out, holding the plate of cookies in front of her.

      “Come on, Lt. Colonel David Jackson. It’s time you show me around your new home.”
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      President Wright sat at his desk in the Oval Office and stretched his neck, feeling it crack as he settled in for his call with the social worker. Due to the orbit cycle of the alien ship it was only possible for her to call early in the morning today. He clutched his mug of coffee and wished this was over with already so he could get back to bed. The scotch he had last night was threatening to split his skull. Until his agenda was fulfilled, he was stuck at the mercy of niceties and protocols. He had asked the staff to keep the lights low and the office cool. No sense waking up fully for this. He could fake paying attention well enough.

      The tablet on his desk rang and he tapped to connect the video call. He was greeted by a relaxed Dr. King, looking well-rested and groomed. He was tempted to make a comment about how alien life suited her but bit his tongue. No sense risking angering the woman when he still needed her.

      “Good morning, Mr. President,” she said. “I do apologize for having to call you so early. The orbital schedule didn’t quite line up with getting in contact with you later in the day.”

      “No trouble, Doctor,” Wright replied. He flexed his fingers against his coffee cup, out of view of the camera.

      “I’ll cut right to it so you can get some more rest as soon as possible. Our offer is being considered by the aliens. Ka’thak understandably has to get the all-clear from his council, but things should be ready to go ahead within the next few days.” Good. He was sick of waiting on the aliens and their wretched council. A true leader was decisive, he didn’t go to seek the approval of his elders before making a move. Weak leadership made a weak country. That was what his father had taught him.

      Wright forced a smile. “That’s fantastic news! When can we expect you back Earthside?” The faster she got back here, the faster he could rein her little rebellious streak back in. His predecessor had given her far too much freedom. God rest her soul.

      Alex paused before continuing. “I’m actually going to stay up here for a while, sir. You can expect your guards on the ground sometime today. The alien commander has been pretty insistent on it and I’d rather not appear impolite when we’re asking yet more of them.”

      Wright’s brows knitted and he glanced up to the general he had asked to accompany him for the call. The man shrugged and motioned the President back to the camera. Wright made sure to compose himself quickly before Alex noticed. Having the social worker out of his reach wasn’t inconvenient, it was dangerous. The farther away from him she was, the more difficult it would be to control her actions. Unfortunately, he was stuck. If he objected too strongly, she would think it strange and start wondering why. Not reacting at all would tip her off to something strange too. Best to play along.

      “Perish the thought, Doctor. We will certainly miss your company here on the surface but I completely understand. Plus, it gives you some time to catch up with your comrades, right?” Species traitor. He thought.

      She laughed. “Yes, it’s been quite the adventure being reunited with the Lt. Colonel. He’s certainly settled into shipboard life well.”

      Another terse smile. The President was not a fan of David Jackson. In his day if you defected from the military to join a foreign force they called it desertion, not heroism. The fact that the man wasn’t rotting in a prison at this very moment was something Wright would sorely like to correct. “I’m sure he has. You stay safe up there, Doctor. We’ll see you when you return.”

      “Thank you, sir. They’re getting me set up with everything I need here so you should be able to reach me via video call and e-mail whenever you need something of me.” He nodded and tapped the screen to end the call. Wright raised the now lukewarm coffee to his mouth and cringed at the overpowering bitterness of the brew. Not only had the social worker woken him up at an ungodly hour, she had ruined his coffee as well.

      “Sir, is the mission still a go?” the general asked.

      “Of course it is,” Wright confirmed. After reading through his predecessor’s saccharine and overly emotional notes on the human ship, President Wright had decided that the effort needed a stronger approach. Saving a thousand humans was decent, but saving twice that was better. Little to the social worker’s knowledge the people that would be delivered to the aliens’ ship weren’t going to be engineers. In a couple of days, disguised soldiers would be unloaded onto the ship with the sole purpose of incapacitating the aliens aboard. They would each be carrying devices containing a gas that Wright’s scientists had developed. Each of these soldiers would plant their device in key areas of the ship where they would release the gas at a specified time. The gas wouldn’t kill the aliens—he wasn’t a monster—but it would put them into a paralytic sleep for twelve hours or so. Plenty of time for his team to bring more teams in and take the ship from the aliens.

      He admired President Lee’s approach to things, he really did. It was great PR to work the peace and love angle; more effective yet was putting humanity first rather than sacrifice for the good of a civilization that they would never encounter again. He meant what he said in his speech after taking office. He would lead humanity to survival and prosperity, no matter the cost.

      It was time to do whatever was necessary to fulfill that promise.
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      I waited at the shuttle bay for the teams of engineers alongside Alex and sighed. For a bunch of nerds, they were already showing that they couldn’t keep a proper schedule. They were over an hour late. The officers on the bridge had received some communication about weather conditions for the shuttle launch but he didn’t buy it. Technology was advanced enough now that they should have seen any problems coming a mile away. The boys on the ground just probably didn’t care enough to run things like they were supposed to. After all, there was a significant chance that they were about to be left behind to die with the rest of humanity. They couldn’t really be blamed for a lack of motivation.

      Ka’thak had asked me to welcome the teams personally. He didn’t want a repeat of the alien-led rescue from Proctor’s men. Can’t say I blamed him. It would be easier to have a fellow human meet them and orient them to the ship before they met the aliens they would be tagging along with anyway. Being in space could be quite a shock, especially for anyone who had never left the surface before. Alex volunteered to accompany me. She said it was so that the engineers could see a friendly face when they arrived. I elbowed her in the ribs for that. I could be friendly if I wanted to! Truthfully I think she wanted a woman there to soften the transition a bit. Given that we were about to receive a team of all all male engineers, she was probably right. A beautiful woman would keep their interest far better than I could.

      The shuttle docked and a band of men emerged. I was surprised to see that they were dressed in semi-tactical gear; probably provided for their ride into space. It made more sense than wearing civvies up here. I stepped forward to introduce myself.

      “Lt. Colonel David Jackson, formerly of the United States Air Force. It’s a pleasure to meet you, gentlemen.”

      The leader of the group took my hand in a firm shake. “Charles Campbell,” he said. “Fantastic to meet you, Lt. Colonel. We’ve heard many stories, all of them good, I promise.” I smiled thinly while he continued. “Thank you for being here to greet our team. And I assume this is the famous Dr. Alexandra King?” He dipped his head to Alex and offered his hand to her. She took it and welcomed him to the ship. She knit her eyebrows for just a moment as she endured the man’s strong handshake. The guy had made me wince at his grip, I’m sure that hurt.

      Charles turned to the rest of the group and asked them to step forward one by one to introduce themselves. Unlike their leader, the other engineers seemed disinterested in speaking with us—they were even a bit gruff. In a strange way, that was comforting. The old joke that engineers used their personalities as birth control certainly rang true with these guys! Here to do their jobs and nothing more. While I explained where the team would be staying and how they would be accompanied I felt a prickling on the back of my neck and turned to see two alien soldiers standing at a window above us. Come to see the new humans? Or come to make sure that the ones we were letting aboard checked out? I tossed my hand at them in a dismissive gesture. I know that these guys were strange, but engineers were nothing to fear. One of them cocked his head at me and narrowed his eyes before moving on with his patrol.

      Alexandra and I took the engineering team to their temporary quarters. Thankfully they didn’t have a ton of gear with them, just a duffle bag each with what I assumed was a change of clothing and other necessities. The men followed their leader silently. Neither of us tried to make conversation with them. We thought it best to let them take in their new surroundings and assumed that the questions would come later. As we walked, Alex lightly elbowed me to get my attention.

      “Hey Jackson, do you get the feeling that something’s a little weird with these guys? I mean, I get the engineering personalities but they’re all built like bricks! Plus, look at how they’re walking,” she whispered, exaggerating their swagger with her gait.

      I turned to glance at the group. She was right. All of these men were under the age of fifty and in good shape. Some more than others—I saw a spare tire or two starting to form on some of their torsos. As they walked behind us I could see the stiff gait of men used to marching as we proceeded through the corridors. The whole thing seemed pretty normal to me. President Wright was a hardcore military supporter, being ex-military himself. It was logical to me that he would source soldiers or veterans for this team instead of sourcing civilians and training them up in government practices. I had a feeling that he was angling for a heavy military presence on the human ship but I hadn’t had the chance to really talk to Alex about it yet. Knowing that these men could understand and follow the rules of military life actually took the pressure off a lot. It would make it easier to keep them out of trouble. Or so I hoped.

      We arrived at the engineers’ quarters to find a team of aliens ready and waiting. There would be one alien soldier to every two engineers and each pair got their own alien mentor. I laughed as the aliens gave each man a unique greeting, some shaking hands, some headbutting the new arrivals. The entire group managed to maintain their composure but I could tell they were confused, even nervous. Good. Aside from the pleasure the aliens got from messing with humans who didn’t know better, keeping them on their toes was a good way to ensure that none of them tried anything unwise. After giving the engineers a briefing on what not to do we left to join Ka’thak and report on the team’s arrival.

      When we reached the bridge Alex giggled as she was caught up in a bear hug by several of the officers present. She stopped to catch up with a few of them and then walked away, fascinated by the equipment. I heard one of the officers offer to tell her all about it and I knew she would be well looked after. I reached Ka’thak’s station and saluted.

      “Jackson, you really will have to abandon that habit at some point, you know that, right?” The captain laughed.

      I felt my cheeks heat. “Right. Sorry, sir. The engineers are here.”

      “So I assumed, by the arrival of their shuttle,” Ka’thak joked. Since my arrival in orbit, the entire population of alien warriors had been trying to help me abandon some of the overly formal habits I had picked up in the human armed forces. I could see that they weren’t going to abandon that effort anytime soon.

      “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. Alex and I have left them with their minders. They all seem to be fairly well behaved. I appreciate that you’ve sent a soldier with them in addition to our engineers. Alex noticed something while we were introducing them to their mentors, though. They’re all military types.” Ka’thak stiffened at that. “Military or ex-military,” I added, hastening to reassure him. “It makes sense to me. Wright is ex-military himself. I remember back when he ran for his position in Congress, he leaned pretty heavily on his time in the service.”

      “Mm,” he rumbled. I had come to know this noise as a signal that Ka’thak wasn’t happy about something. It was his way of exercising restraint in his tone. “I’m fine with them being aboard, but your information redoubles my conviction to have a soldier attend them while they work. I know that most of the human soldiers are trustworthy, Jackson…”

      “But you can’t shake the fact that there were a good number of them who tried to murder us and kill the rest of the human race?” I could understand his skepticism. It was more than warranted at this point.

      “Precisely. ‘Trust but verify’ is the phrase you use, isn’t it?”

      “It is, sir. You know I support your decision. If you want me to go put the fear of God into them, you just say the word. It’s been a while since I cracked a few heads in the name of good manners.”

      Ka’thak grinned and paused for a moment before clapping his hands together. “I have a better idea. I want to hold a feast tonight for the engineering team. Something that will make them feel welcome and show that we are happy to prepare them in the best way we know how for the long journey ahead. I’ll instruct the cooks to start preparing for the meal now and we can hold it later this evening. Would you mind extending the innovation to the group personally? I’m sure they’re intimidated enough by their new surroundings. It will probably be more comfortable for them to hear the invitation from one of their own.”

      I doubted that it would, but I agreed and set about tracking down the teams. A bunch of humans and aliens at the same dinner table? This would be good. I needed to grab a camera before the event started. Something awesome was certain to go down.
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      I told myself it was stupid to leave my laptop at the office. I wasn’t one to usually leave a piece of equipment behind, but the President’s call to fly into orbit came at a stressful time. This was what I got for denying myself the time to rest and refresh my brain. Ka’thak wasn’t wrong, I could easily work remotely…if I had anything to work with. I had a tablet and a phone but they were both lacking in what I needed to actually get things done in a timely matter. I don’t know why I thought so but I had hoped that there would be a technological care package for me aboard the engineers’ shuttle. I decided to go check it out and hope that one of the men had brought his PC with him.

      When I arrived back at the shuttle bay I saw that the shuttle had been completely secured. That was strange, especially considering that they were operating on allied territory. I chalked it up to habit. They must have been new recruits trying to follow the rules. I cupped my hands to my mouth and shouted.

      “Hey! Anybody in there?”

      Two pilots popped up from underneath the bulkhead like meerkats. They looked at each other confused for a moment and then one of them pressed an intercom on the control panel.

      “And who are you?”

      “I’m Dr. King. I’m the social worker heading up the ship passenger list with President Wright? I’d really appreciate it if you could open up for me, I need to grab some equipment.”

      The pilot speaking to me looked at her companion and shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, Dr. King, but I’m not allowed to permit civilians aboard this shuttle. You’ll have to find your equipment elsewhere.”

      I rolled my eyes but forced a friendly smile. “I’m afraid there isn’t anything up here that I can use. If you’ve seen the aliens’ writing you’ll know how tough the stuff is to read, never mine to type in.”

      “I’m sure you can ask one of your alien friends to get you something in English, Dr. King. My colleague and I have work to do.”

      “Seriously? Fine.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and held it over my head so they could see it clearly. “Look. I really hate pulling rank on you military types, but it seems to be the only language you actually speak. Open the damn shuttle or you can tell the President to his face why you’re denying access to one of his closest advisors.”

      The woman in the cockpit stared hard at me but her comrade threw up his hands and tapped the console inside the shuttle. I heard the hiss of hydraulics and smiled. Nothing like being able to break out the direct line to the President. Considering that I wouldn’t be holding this privilege for much longer, I really should use it more often.

      The interior of the shuttle itself was spartan, as I expected. Ounces counted in space travel, that much I remembered from elementary school. I could understand why they would outfit the ship with the essentials and nothing more. The cabin of the shuttle was just rows of metal seating and industrial size crates strapped to the wall. No bells and whistles. I was tempted to go and peek into one but before I could make it to one of the boxes my path was blocked by the pilot who had been so loath to let me aboard her ship.

      “How can I help you, Dr. King?” she asked. Her tone made it plain that she didn’t appreciate the intrusion but I sensed a little grudging respect. Good enough. I ignored the urge to chuff at her, alien style, and settled for extending my hand.

      “Thank you for opening up for me, pilot…”

      “Ensign Banks, ma’am,” the woman said, taking my hand briefly and dropping it as quickly as she could. “What do you need? We have a lot of work to do.”

      “Oh, yes! Of course. I just need a computer. A simple laptop will do. I can remote into my desktop Earthside easily enough. There are tasks that the President requires me to finish in a timely manner and it seems that I am here for a little while.”

      “Why not just catch a ride back to Earth?” The other pilot called from the cockpit. Ensign Banks crossed her arms and looked at me cooly.

      “Not that I have to explain it to you, but I’m acting as the principal democratic liaison to the aliens. If you had been properly briefed—“

      “We were,” Banks broke in.

      “Then if you had paid attention in the briefing, you’d know that these people value in-person communication and negotiation more than they do a phone call,” I clarified in my sweetest voice. “Now. A computer?”

      “Lady, just take what you need and get the hell off my ship,” Ensign Banks snapped.

      “Fantastic.” I smirked. “Where are you keeping the machines that were issued to the engineering team? In one of these crates?” I unbuckled one from the wall but before I could open it the other pilot had thrust a large tablet and wireless keyboard into my hands.

      “Here,” he said. “Take mine. It’s my personal tablet but I can wipe the data off of it quickly enough for you. If you would be so kind to just expense it to the President so I can purchase a new one, I’d really appreciate it. No rush, though. I understand that you’re doing very important work up here. Will that be good enough?”

      I turned the tablet over in my hands. It wasn’t exactly a laptop, which I would have vastly preferred, but it was specced out enough to get my work done. I turned it back over to the pilot and instructed him to clear his personal data. While I waited, I took a leisurely stroll around the shuttle’s cabin. My ride from the Earth’s surface was spent with my eyes shut for most of it so I had never really gotten a good look at how the shuttles were laid out. I toyed with the heavy seatbelts and remembered trying not to whimper as I was strapped in for my journey. On the wall behind the seats hung supplementary oxygen masks. That made sense. We had the same equipment on airplanes. I could only imagine how catastrophic a mid-flight depressurization would be in space. There was a first-aid kit on the wall as well, and under it a container filed with airsickness bags. I was well familiar with these, having needed one myself after launch.

      The crates the craft carried were larger than I expected to be aboard a ship like this. It was easy to tell from the way they were set up that they were carrying heavy cargo. I figured it must be tools or parts so that the engineering teams could rehearse some of the tasks they would be responsible for on the human ship. I noticed Ensign Banks starting to shift her weight back and forth out of the corner of my eye whenever I got too close to them and wanted to roll my eyes at her. I know that I wasn’t one of the military types but come on, I wasn’t about to break a wrench just by touching it. The poor girl looked like she wanted to leap in between me and the containers, lest I knock a washer out of place. In some ways, I longed for the soldiers to accept me as well as the aliens had. During times like this it was more tempting to separate myself from them as much as possible. I knew that the path to success lay somewhere in between trying to befriend them and threatening to call the President every time one of them got out of line.

      Finally, the other pilot came back to the cabin and handed me his tablet again. I saw the familiar welcome screen and thanked him for getting it ready for me so quickly. He handed me a card with his information written on it so that I could get it back to him or send payment for a new one. With no further excuses for my presence, I allowed the two pilots to escort me from the shuttle. I could have sworn they slammed the door behind me.

      I walked through the ship until I found an area where I could work quietly. The one I found was particularly nice with a big view of the Earth through the window and a wedge-shaped seat that was very comfortable. I opened the tablet and connected the keyboard. Establishing an internet connection was easy enough. I cringed at the torrent of notifications that spilled out when I logged into my desktop remotely. Window after window of missed forwarded calls, texts, and e-mails popped up and I set the tablet down to wait for the deluge to stop. It finally did, the tablet itself getting warm from the amount of work I had asked it to do. I went to the mess to secure myself a large cup of coffee and sat down to work.
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      I finished getting the details of their location from the first maintenance team and quickened my step. It sounded like everything was going as expected, even if my alien comrades were a little annoyed at teaching clueless humans. They couldn’t say I hadn’t warned them. Before the engineering team’s arrival, I held a meeting with the pertinent people to answer any questions they had about human interaction and how advanced the knowledge of the human engineers would be. The short answer that covered it all was that humans thought more slowly than they did and wouldn’t be familiar with half the ship’s technology yet. The aliens weren’t thrilled with that answer. I got more than my share of disbelieving looks when I had finished my explanation. Where was Alex when I needed her? She would have been able to smooth this over far better than I could.

      I shouldn’t have been feeling so excited about it, but I was really looking forward to spending some time with humans. As Ka’thak said, I was fully accepted within alien society but there were varying levels of that acceptance. There were still a few aliens who were suspicious of me. Understandably so. They had been betrayed more than enough. Still, the nasty looks and clipped comments stung. To top it off, it was difficult to find an alien that I didn’t have to explain most of my jokes to. Getting to kick back with some military folks would be just what I needed before committing myself to alien life for the rest of my days. Considering their earlier discomfort and brusqueness I was at least guaranteed some serious entertainment at the feast. It would be a fun time either way.

      The team I was heading toward was scheduled to be working in the engine room. Not the worst place to start, considering that observing the engine status would be the primary job of an engineering team on the human ship. Maybe I could get our guys to run some simulations later and give the eggheads a run for their money while we trained them up for emergency situations. I wondered how things were going with Alex. I hadn’t seen her in the last couple of hours and made a mental note to check-in. That woman had a bad habit of forgetting to eat or sleep and I wanted to make sure that she wasn’t passed out in a corner somewhere from exhaustion. With her luck she was probably playing the clapping game with some alien kids or discussing the philosophy of religion with one of the aliens. If so, good. She deserved a break.

      As I turned down the passageway that led to the engine room I noticed something glinting from behind a terminal. I bent down and pulled. Whatever it was, it was wedged in there deep. I placed a boot against the wall and yanked. The object flew free, nearly hitting me in the face. At first glance, it looked like a metal water bottle, but on further inspection it appeared to be a small oxygen tank. Definitely not alien made. Emergency air in case of depressurization? If it was something that important I doubted any human would let it out of their sight, never mind dropping it behind a piece of machinery. If it was oxygen, it’s a damn good thing I found it. If it was punctured and exploded to any kind of spark, it was a bomb waiting to go off. I fiddled with the top of it and couldn’t see how it opened. Definitely not an oxygen tank, then. My mind raced through the other types of gas that would be kept in a canister like this, human or alien, but I couldn’t come up with anything.

      A strange canister that appeared right after a group of military-type engineers show up on my ship? Yeah, something wasn’t right here. I stashed the canister under my arm and quickened my pace. I wanted answers, and I was suddenly finding it difficult to raise the human teams on my radio. Before long I came across another one of the canisters, this one glinting out from behind an air vent several feet above me. I set my equipment down and shined a flashlight at it. It was the same size as the first one. Definitely not there by accident. The grate had been bashed around like someone had pried it open by hand. I glanced around, wondering how the hell a human could have made it up there by himself. My mind flashed back to the biceps on some of those guys. A strong human, given enough time, could potentially hook his fingers up there and open the grate. Unfortunately, I was about to have to do it myself.

      It took a lot of sweat and swearing, and I think I permanently bent the grate, but I eventually knocked the canister to the floor. Thank the gods it didn’t burst open. Given that these were hidden I was really not in a hurry to find out what was in them. Now I knew what had been in the bags the men brought aboard. I abandoned my task of finding the teams. Screw the feast. There was something very, very wrong. I pulled my tablet out and raised Ka’thak on the radio, but no luck. Something or someone was interfering with the ship’s communications systems. It was time to run.

      I found Ka’thak at his station consulting with the ship’s cooks. A couple of them nodded greetings to me and I raised a hand back. “Ah, Jackson, just the man I was hoping to see. How did it go? Can we expect a full attendance at the feast this evening?”

      “Perhaps not,” I said. I reached into my bag and pulled out one of the canisters.

      “Dare I ask what that is?” Ka’thak inquired, his eyes narrowing.

      “If I knew, sir, I’d tell you. I found the first one behind a terminal in a hallway. The second one was sitting hidden in an air vent. I initially thought that they were oxygen canisters, you know, emergency air in case of depressurization on the ship. I can tell you though that these aren’t meant to open easily. I’d guess that there is something else in these, and given that I found them hidden, I’m not sure that it is something good.” I didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but it was difficult. If I told Ka’thak that I thought the humans had sinister intentions, I was almost certainly sentencing them to death. There wasn’t any room for mercy or negotiations at this point for the aliens. Certainly not this close to departing from Earth’s orbit. I could start another war with a couple of words.

      “Still with me, Jackson?” Ka’thak’s words jerked me out of my thoughts.

      “I’ll look into it, sir,” I replied, distractedly. “Don’t sound the alarms just yet. Better not to make any assumptions. I’ll report back to you as soon as I know more.” Before he could reply to me I turned and headed out. I patted my sidearm, reassuring myself that it was still there, fully loaded. I tucked the gun into my holster and set off after the maintenance teams. Someone better be prepared to give me answers, and quickly.
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      I pinched the bridge of my nose as I went over the changes to the passenger list that had been made since I left the Earth’s surface. This was a losing battle and I was getting ready to throw my hands in the air and call it a day. It was like fighting the tide. You might swim as hard as you could, but the ocean would pull you wherever it wanted. I took a deep breath and looked at the manifest again. Perhaps if I stared at it long enough the information would shift in front of my eyes into something preferable. Alas, no luck.

      When I first saw the changes, I thought someone had made an error. Something like three-quarters of the names I had put forth were crossed out and new ones written in. Damn it, I thought we had finally been on the same page about this. I should have known that Wright would pull some crap while I was away. I was about to write to the ground team confirming that there was a mistake when I heard a noise. I looked up to see an adolescent alien at the door, a tablet in his hands. He coughed quietly.

      “My apologies, Doctor. I’ll find somewhere else,” he said, dipping his head.

      I gestured wide to the plush lounge where I had set myself up to work. “Plenty of room in here. Please, you are more than welcome.” The alien smiled and sat across from me. He powered on the tablet he held and began to read. Not wanting to bother him with conversation, I returned my attention to my work. I appreciated that the aliens seemed to enjoy company in silence just as much as with conversation. Wright had shifted from a small push to bring soldiers aboard to a firm insistence. I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      My suggestion to bring more specialized personnel was being considered, but not in the way I would have liked. There were plenty of nurses and doctors to be found, but engineers, scientists, and physicists were more rare. Humanitarians were nowhere to be found. The thought of including an artist on the roster was laughable to Wright and those advising him. The passengers that were still in the employ of the United States government were, quite frankly, old. Understandable, given that diversification for specialists in that line of work didn’t typically lend themselves to a life in the private sector, but not good enough for taking the spot of a younger person aboard. I spied a few former NASA members and chuckled to myself. I wondered what the old-timers thought of all this. Wright had seemingly refused to look anywhere outside of the government ranks. Government is as government does.

      The catch with having so many of the people with the brains we needed was that these were largely men, most of whom were well past their sexual prime. The few women who were counted among Wright’s list were likely well into menopause themselves, or not very well prepared to sustain a pregnancy in space. As tough as ageism was, we needed fertile passengers. I knew that I would probably be called upon to have a child as part of this journey. Thankfully fertility treatments were well advanced and perhaps I could donate my eggs to a surrogate. That was a discussion I had to have with myself at a later time.

      The alien with me cleared his throat again. “Forgive my interruption Doctor, I just wanted to know how your work was progressing.” I blinked and felt my cheeks heat in embarrassment. I hadn’t even realized how detached from my environment I was.

      “If you’ve heard anything about humans, you’ll understand what I mean when I say it’s going slowly.” He laughed at that. “Truthfully, I’m fighting a losing battle here. There is a great disparity between those who possess the knowledge we need in order to make a successful long-term space flight and their ability to reproduce. I understand your species is able to birth healthy offspring throughout most of your life cycle?” The young alien nodded, turning his head away slightly. I smirked. No matter the species, teenagers didn’t want to talk about sex.

      I hastened to move the explanation along to minimize his shame. “Humans can’t. Females are finished with their reproductive years about halfway through their lifespan, and cultural norms strongly discourage mating with our women before they reach young adulthood. Males can technically father children throughout their entire lives, but their genetic material deteriorates as they age. The older the father, the more at risk the baby is for problems as they grow.”

      “Hm. I can see how that would be an issue, especially given the limited berths aboard the ship,” he acknowledged. “I sympathize. I am training to be a scientist myself, so that I may provide for our people and for my children someday.”

      “A good aspiration,” I said, picking up my tablet again in a polite attempt to indicate that I had to return to the task at hand. Thankfully the young alien understood and returned to his reading. I found myself going over the data again and again. I would have to meet with the President personally to resolve this. If nothing else, we had to split the difference. I would concede some of my list if Wright would concede some of his. As I considered my plan of attack, I heard a loud thump and looked up from my tablet. My alien companion was slumped over in his seat, his eyes wide open.

      “Hey, are you all right?” I leapt up and snapped my fingers in front of his face. No response. I slapped his face lightly. His head only lolled, eyes blank and expressionless. I looked around for some kind of first aid and saw a grey mist seeping its way up the floor from a vent near where the alien was collapsed unconscious.

      I backpedaled and yanked my shirt over my nose and mouth. Shit! Gas was flooding into the room. Whatever this stuff was it was coming from the vent underneath the unconscious alien. A grey column snaked its way toward the air recycling intake vent. Once it hit that, there would be no escaping. I backed away to the wall and the gas seemed to follow my every step. I could see through the lounge doorway that the gas itself had made its way into the corridor, cutting off my exit. I had to make a break for it. If I could find Jackson or Ka’thak they would be able to help. The room was nearly full of the grey smoke now so I took the deepest breath I could and sprinted from the lounge. The stuff was so thick it was getting hard to see. I tried to quell the panic I felt but the lack of oxygen was making it impossible. I ran as quickly as I could, nearly smacking into the walls of the corridor on more than one occasion. In the haze, I saw the dark shapes of collapsed aliens here and there. Was the gas smoke from some kind of fire? Or some kind of toxic chemical, designed to suffocate? With the gas coming this thick I assumed I would have seen flames by now if it were from a fire. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to take a breath.

      The air exploded from my lungs and I gasped, my lungs aching, back heaving as I tried to catch my breath and…nothing happened. Where I expected to feel the cold of unconsciousness seeping into my brain there was nothing. I snorted a huge gulp of air through my nose and inhaled again. Nothing. There was no smell to the gas and I felt as though I was breathing regular air. How was that possible? I pinched myself, half convinced that I had already passed out and was imagining the entire thing. For a few minutes I stood frozen, expecting to slump to the floor. Still nothing. Whatever was going on here didn’t appear to affect humans. Seeing as there were only two of us on the ship, I had to find Jackson. This was no freak accident. The ship was under attack.
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      I was still running toward the maintenance teams when one of the canisters I was holding onto let out a hiss. I ripped open my bag and saw that both canisters were spewing some kind of white-grey gas into the air. I ripped the bag off my shoulder reflexively and kicked it away but it was too late. The gas was already so thick I could barely see my hands in front of my face. I didn’t bother holding my breath. I had already gotten a huge dose of whatever the stuff was. If I worked fast enough, I could still have time to warn the captain. I started running and tried to raise Ka’thak on my radio. Initially only static came through but after a couple of tries, I was able to get an answer.

      “Sir, it’s Jackson. Sound the alarm and get yourself into a survival suit as fast as you can. There’s some kind of gas leaking from those canisters.”

      He didn’t ask questions. You didn’t, in a situation like this. “Understood. Get yourself safe.” He signed off. The nearest survival suits to me were made for aliens. I would have to make it to my room for mine. Thank the gods I was still in good enough shape that I could make it that far, even if I had to hold my breath for most of the way. I felt fine so far, but I didn’t want to chance breathing any more of whatever was flooding the halls than absolutely necessary.

      Before I could make it even halfway down the passage, klaxons sounded and I heard Ka’thak announcing a possible decompression alert. The crews were well trained enough that they would get suited up quickly. Whatever the hell was in those canisters didn’t seem to be affecting me too badly. I wasn’t even feeling dizzy. I slowed to take a cautious breath. The gas didn’t have a smell and I felt nothing. I waited a couple of seconds to see if anything changed and nothing happened. Maybe I didn’t have to make it to my room after all.

      I turned and ran the other way, down my original path, toward the maintenance crews. As I ran I saw two more canisters, both stuck into or near ventilation intake vents. That would spread the gas through the ship faster than anything else. My worst fears were realized when I came across a group of alien bodies. My mind flashed back to those skewered corpses on Ko’s shuttle and I shuddered. I had seen too many dead already. I decided to slow down to make sure they were still alive. Their eyes were open and fixed, almost like they were anesthetized. They were breathing, but shallowly. Whatever this stuff was it was designed to incapacitate, but not kill. Or so I hoped.

      I pressed on and nearly smacked into two people muttering and fussing with a bag of something heavy. I could hear metal clattering around as they moved. I didn’t recognize them at first and assuming they were hostiles, swung at them out of instinct. Two of the engineers who had joined our maintenance teams grabbed me by the shoulders and shoved me against the wall of the corridor.

      “Hey, hey, hey! Take it easy man! We’re on the same side here. Just relax. We’re here to help you out. We aren’t going to kill them—we aren’t monsters. If you want to help us out, we could really use the extra set of hands.” One of the men took a bundle of what looked like plastic cording from his pocket and shoved some of it into my hands.

      I felt along the plastic until I recognized the familiar shape of zip cuffs. Damn it. I really should have learned to have serious skepticism about the United States government by now. Of course, the old white guy with the conservative history would pull a stunt like this. The gas was an attack.

      “And once you’re done cuffing them, you’re going to…?” I trailed off, inviting whatever bullshit answer they were about to come up with. What I really wanted was for one of them to stop paying attention. So far, no such luck. They had me pinned down hard.

      “We’re going to move them somewhere safe. I promise you, they won’t be harmed. You’ll need to tie their arms and legs, though. Those claws look fucking nasty.” One of the men looked at the other and his companion shook his head minutely. The man who had spoken pressed harder against my shoulder and I felt metal studs start to press into my skin.

      I bit my tongue to keep from rolling my eyes. I was sure these idiots didn’t believe the crap they were spewing. I was surprised they could say it with a straight face. “You’re not harming them? No, you’re just going to take their ship. What are you going to do, dump them Earthside to die and take off? You’re right. You’re not monsters—you’re cowards. If you wanted their ship you should have stormed the place and fought them like real men.” I pulled my arms up and swung them over the men’s arms, breaking their grip. I managed to land a solid kick to one man’s midsection and feinted out of the way while the other one threw a punch. The man I kicked stumbled back. The opening gave me the chance to rip my gun from its holster and I shot him in the stomach. He screamed and I closed the distance between us to put a shot through his head.

      Unfortunately, this meant that I had not been paying attention to his companion for a couple of seconds. I ducked, just barely missing the massive wrench from his bag, swinging a path where my head had been a moment earlier. Wrench boy didn’t time his strike well enough and I managed to land two lightning-fast punches to his side. It was like punching a brick wall. These guys had been hiding some serious muscle underneath the nerd uniform. He dropped his wrench and twisted my wrist to force my hand into the wall. I hissed as I reflexively dropped my gun and my opponent kicked it out of my reach. With his other hand he grabbed me around the neck and brought his knee up. It connected with my nose in a sickening crunch and I felt blood start to flow. I gasped, hot blood trickling into my mouth.

      “Fucking lizard lover,” he spat. “How does it feel to side with the enemy?”

      I put my arms up to guard my face and kicked forward as hard as I could. I smiled through the copper taste of blood as I heard the air whoosh from his lungs. I took the opportunity to back away as quickly as I could into the fog. The gas was starting to clear a little bit by now but it was still like fighting in the middle of a haze. When Ka’thak had issued the decompression alert the lighting had shut down in favor of emergency lighting to conserve power. I could use the darkness and the smoke to at least confuse him. I slowed my breathing and listened for the engineer. The guy was big enough that I was able to pick up his footsteps easily enough but the camouflage worked both ways. I could barely keep track of where he was. He would undoubtedly be going for another weapon. Whether it was the big wrench or he was trying to find my gun, I had to move quickly. Either of those would do a lot of damage.

      I decided to split the difference and ran in the direction where I remembered the gear bag lying. The wrench had to be near there. Its size would be easier to pick up with my eyes than the small shape of the sidearm. If he got to the gun first, well, it would be a short fight, I supposed. As I groped my way through the darkness I heard the man breathing heavily. Good. I had managed to make it hurt.

      “Come out, species betrayer!” he called through the fog. “Come out, I want to look you in the eyes when I shoot you. I’ll take your body back to my men as proof that even the aliens’ pet human couldn’t save them. Come out, come out, wherever you are!” he taunted in a singsong voice.

      Asshole.

      I stayed low, crouching as close to the ground as I could while I searched for the wrench. My fingers brushed the handle of it and I picked it up. It was huge. Definitely capable of crushing a man’s skull in if I managed to hit him properly. The problem was that if I missed, that was it. I wouldn’t get a second chance. Perhaps it wasn’t the best option for a weapon after all. But it might serve as a suitable distraction.

      I could hear the man’s heavy footsteps as he stepped cautiously through the passageway. I heard the click of metal against metal. He must have found my gun. My window of opportunity for a surprise attack was slipping away. I hefted the wrench over my shoulder and threw it as hard as I could into the passageway. It made a massive clang as it ricocheted against the metal and the man yelled.

      “I’m going to kill you, you fucking traitor! Come and face me like a man!”

      That’s right, go after me. The engineer stomped toward the noise and I crept after him until I could see the white of his shirt through the fog. I pulled my combat knife from my belt as quietly as I could but he heard the click and whirled. I was ready and thrust the knife forward. It sunk into his stomach and I pulled the knife horizontally. A blossom of red spread across his shirt and the man clutched his stomach. I pulled the knife from his gut and backed away. He raised the gun and trained it at my chest. His hands were shaking. I smacked the gun out of his hand and sunk my knife into his neck this time. He fell to the floor, a pink froth spewing from his lips as he drowned in his own blood. I cleaned my knife on his shirt and jogged down the passage that would lead me to the bridge.
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      The bridge. I had to get to the bridge. I kept repeating those two sentences over and over. As I ran I saw more and more bodies laying on the floor. I stopped to examine them. The gas had affected every alien—adults and children alike. Their bodies littered the floor. Their eyes were open like they were dead, but they were breathing, if a bit shallowly. That reassured me, if only a little. If they were still living there might be a chance to revive them. Still, the way they stared forward...it gave me the creeps. I stooped to pick up a gun from a fallen soldier. Fat lot of good it might do me but the heft of the weapon made me feel better.

      If I could make it to the bridge, there must be some way for me to call for aid. Maybe I could call someone on Earth and have them send reinforcements. By the looks of things, I didn’t think that the aliens were going to wake up anytime soon. I couldn’t help but wonder if we had lost control of the government again. The ease with which this strike had been carried out made me worry. If the United States government had fallen the cause was lost. My mind flashed back to Ted Cady’s cold, calculated killing of three innocent Secret Service agents and President Lee’s body as she bled to death on an identical floor to the one I was standing on. The memory jerked me back to the present and I continued on.

      I heard the echoing of footsteps and ran faster. When I reached the command center of the ship I found that the gas hadn’t yet cleared the space. The fog was so thick that I could scarcely see a foot ahead of me. I inched along the walls until I came upon a large dark shape. I jumped back and yelped as I clocked my elbow against a terminal. The shape turned and I saw the rough outline of an alien standing there. It wasn’t until I heard the whine of a beam weapon powering up that I thought to yell.

      “Hey, hold up! It’s me! It’s Alex! Don’t shoot!” I ran forward with my hands up.

      “Alex?” A mechanical voice came from the shape.

      “Ka’thak?” I approached more slowly now. The shape was too big to be Ka’thak, but the voice was unmistakably his. It sounded like he was speaking through a radio or an intercom.

      “It’s me, Alex. It’s all right. Gods, I thought you were going to shoot me.” I was surprised to hear fear in the alien commander’s voice. I had heard concern in his voice before, even worry, but I had never heard fear. As I got closer I saw that Ka’thak was in some kind of armor. It looked a bit like an extravehicular suit that human astronauts used but it was clearly designed for combat. It reminded me a little bit of the space marine suits in the books I used to read as a teenager. The suit was covered in armored plating with a visor that highlighted a heads up display, feeding the wearer data. There were two arm-mounted guns and undoubtedly more weapons I couldn’t see. Impressive stuff.

      “What the heck are you wearing?” I asked.

      “Combat armor,” he said, gesturing to the armored plating covering his body. “Have you seen David?”

      “No, not since I left him to work in the lounge. What the hell is going on, Ka’thak? How are you awake while the rest of your people are paralyzed?”

      “I got lucky,” he stated. “Some of my officers forced me into the suit before I could inhale too much of the gas. Thank Jackson for the warning. I had an extra minute to get to safety where others did not. I have not heard from him since he called.” He gestured toward the officers laying on the floor. “They’re not dead? I’ve been loath to get too close to them.”

      “I stopped to check on a few of your people. They’re breathing. I don’t know if they’ll stay that way.” I turned the heads of a couple of the officers laying on the ground. Still non-responsive. As we talked, I saw more shapes emerge from the fog—soldiers. Four of them. They were clad in different suits than the captain—these bore more of a resemblance to scuba suits. Their heads were encased in a black and green helmet similar to Ka’thak’s. Small black metal cylinders rode on their backs. An air supply.

      “Unfortunately not everyone gets the cool armor,” Ka’thak joked. “The same people who got this for me were able to get themselves into emergency suits. Not much in the way of protection, but at least they’re not knocked out cold.” He prodded one alien’s figure with a foot and flinched at the lifelessness of the body. We turned at the sound of boots thundering down the hallway and Ka’thak powered up his gun again.

      “I can hear you! Come out and show yourself!” A male voice yelled. A male human voice. Jackson barreled through the fog, his sidearm in front of him, ready to fire. Ka’thak backed away quickly and I jumped in front of him as to not alarm Jackson.

      “David, it’s us! It’s just us. Ka’thak is behind me. It’s all right. Do me a favor and put the gun down, all right?” I held out my hands and motioned downwards.

      His eyes were wild and I could see bruises and cuts dotting his face and arms. He had clearly been in a fight, but with who? Poor guy couldn’t catch a break. I wondered if I would ever see him without wounds. He certainly didn’t seem to feel the worse for them. Adrenaline from whatever battle he had fought.

      He ran and caught me in a fierce hug. When he let me go he ran to hug Ka’thak, the knives on his belt clanging against the metal of the captain’s armor. “Fucking ‘engineers’.” He panted, catching his breath. “The delegation that Wright sent up weren’t here to learn a damn thing. This was their mission. They set Gods knows how many of these canisters through the ship and they all went off on a timer. I’m so sorry sir. I should have figured it out sooner.”

      Ka’thak patted him awkwardly. The armor restricted his movement and what was meant to be a comforting pat on the shoulder landed as more of a thump that sent Jackson pitching forward slightly. “It’s all right. There was no way you could have known.”

      But wasn’t there? I thought back to the brief exchange Jackson and I had before pairing the teams off with their alien mentors. He had dismissed the presence of military engineers as standard operating protocol and because of his history, I had believed him. Ka’thak was right, of course, but I couldn’t help but feel that I should have been more vigilant. More suspicious. I dismissed the concern. There was no point to it now. Right now we had more important things to do.

      “It looks like the gas just paralyzed everyone, sir,” Jackson reported. “I ran into two of the men and they let it slip that they’re planning on capturing everyone aboard. More ships are coming and they’ll dump everyone Earthside to die—including the two of us, I expect. I didn’t run into any more of them on my way to you which means that we’ve got six or eight still on the loose.” An unknown number of enemies, and more on the way? Not good.

      Ka’thak swore in his tongue. It was obvious that he agreed.

      “It looks like we’ve got a decent enough force here.” Jackson counted off on his fingers to make a point. “Six against probably dozens of humans who are on their way here right now. We’ve got to see if anyone else is awake, and we have to take control of the ship now, before more soldiers come aboard. If it’s just us, well, we’ll do our best. The ship that brought them originally is still in our hangar. That will no doubt be the key to letting the reinforcements in.”

      “And then what?” I asked. “We’ll be trapped on the bridge with no weapons of our own. We won’t be able to do anything outside of this room.”

      “Then we’ll just have to get creative, little sister.” Jackson leaned in and started discussing his plan.
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      Captain Jacob Dalton stood with his arms locked behind his back at the front of one of the troop transports heading for the alien ship. He was grateful that President Wright had seen fit to provide his company of soldiers with everything they could possibly need to fight those disgusting abominations. They had even been issued special armor, newly designed suits based on AstroTech designs. He had never been a fan of Jesse Proctor but he had to admit the man was an innovator. Their equipment could even keep them alive in space if need be. He was taking in over a hundred soldiers but he had seen footage of these things fight before. A hundred soldiers were only as good as their weaponry when it came to these aliens and their claws.

      “Ensign Banks, come in.”

      “Got you loud and clear, Captain,” the ensign replied.

      “You ready for us there?” the Captain asked.

      “You got it, sir. We are free of any wildlife here. No scales to be found. The lizards are taking a nice long nap and most of our crews are on their way back to the shuttle.”

      “Most?” Were some of the aliens still awake?

      “Two of our men haven’t contacted the shuttle or been in any kind of contact yet. I imagine they are on their way. They might have just lost their radios. Nothing to worry about.”

      Dawson clicked his teeth together. If two were missing, it was not likely to be a case of missing radios or failed communications. They could have been captured, or killed. If it happened before they were able to plant their gas canisters that could mean the mission was open to sabotage.

      “Secure the area, now,” he ordered. “Some of the aliens might still be awake.” “Secure the area, now.”

      The Ensign seemed unfazed. “If there are, sir, I doubt there are too many.”

      Captain Dawson shook his head. The naïveté of youth and the foolishness of inexperience. When all this was said and done he would have to take a long walk with her superior officer and have him educate his subordinate on following orders. He signaled one of the cruisers to land ahead of him and watched as it slipped into the hangar without incident. He radioed for the men to leave the shuttle and set up security. He saw the uniformed men file out and set a perimeter, the lights from the hangar glinting off their armor. He was about to send the other ship in when the hangar door began closing. He clenched his fist and swore.

      “Get to the hangar control room and stop that door!” he shouted into the radio. He ordered both ships still in space, full engines forward but they weren’t going to make it in time. Someone was indeed still awake. Whether they were human or alien he had no idea.

      “Captain, we can’t move. Repeat, we cannot enter the hangar control room. The aliens have put blast doors down! We can’t open the outer doors even if we could get in there, sir. The hangar controls have already cycled. The hangar is pressurized.”

      Shit. That meant there was breathable air in the hangar. Opening the hangar doors again would cause an explosive depressurization and decompression. Anyone inside the hangar would be thrown into space. His men were stuck. “Stay in your suits and be careful that nothing sparks. It’s a powder keg.”

      “Yes, sir. We’re bringing out tools to break the doors down but it’s going to take a while.”

      Dalton ordered the second ship to position themselves near the door and had his pilot move their ship to take the position opposite. If and when they were able to get the doors open and depressurize the hangar they had to be ready to land as quickly as possible. He told his soldiers to make ready for enemy combat. They climbed into their suits and checked their weapons. The fact that the operation was not going as planned made him nervous. He wasn’t sure what to expect and that made the situation worse. It’s not as if he was trained to fight space aliens.

      As Dalton donned his suit he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. “Weapons!” he called. Crewmen leapt to their battle stations but they weren’t being fired on. The problem was much worse than that. Captain Dalton looked on in horror as the hangar doors shook and a crack of light shone through. There was no time to warn his men. He could only watch as the doors opened fully and the two ships and their crews were jettisoned into space. They still had their suits but the explosive decompression would have injured them badly or killed them instantly. This was confirmed as he heard the men’s screams and their alarmed cries over the radio.

      He ordered one of the remaining two shuttles to peel away and go after the men while he piloted his ship into the hangar. He said nothing to his soldiers about the ‘rescue’ attempt. Both he and they knew damn well that there wasn’t enough time to rescue the entire platoon lost out there. They simply didn’t have enough air. On top of that, any injuries suffered in their expulsion into space would likely kill them faster than the suffocation would.

      Dalton knew that he could easily have turned back toward the human ship for reinforcements. He also knew that whatever aliens were awake were probably working furiously to cure more of their comrades of the gas. Reinforcements would only mean more dead. Time to make do with what he had. Those reptiles would pay for this.
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      “Ha ha, take that motherfuckers!” I shouted as we watched the two shuttles and the group of soldiers be jettisoned into space. Alex was quiet behind me. For a moment I thought she was waiting for the other shoe to drop—that she couldn’t believe it had been that easy. When I turned, however, I saw that she was pale and her hands were shaking. I stepped toward her slowly and held my hands out, palms facing her.

      “Hey,” I asked softly. “Hey, you all right?” She didn’t respond, staring ahead of her. I touched her arm and she jerked back. “Hey, hey! It’s okay. What’s going on?”

      “It’s too much,” she exclaimed. “It’s just too damn much.”

      “What is?” I asked.

      “Too much death, Jackson!” she snarled. “I just watched men and women get sucked into space. They’re floating out there in suits with just enough oxygen to keep them alive long enough to know they’re dying. I know damn well that no shuttle can reach them in time, you idiot. They’re going to suffocate.” She paused. “It was never supposed to be like this.”

      “I know, but—“

      “But nothing, Jackson. We should be working together. We could be surviving this as well as we could but instead, we’re doing nothing but fighting.”

      “You know that those men came here to kill us, right?”

      She scowled at me. “Yes, you moron. That doesn’t make it any less fucked up.”

      I held up my hands and backed up. “Fine, fine, you win, all right? Look, we can talk about this later, yeah? You can tell me what a shit-head soldier I am for saving our lives.” I turned to Ka’thak. “They won’t be stopped so easily now, sir. They will bring reinforcements and we just played our hand.”

      “On the plus side, we’ve taken out something like two-thirds of the enemy force that managed to land aboard our ship.” Ka’thak managed a lopsided grin behind his helmet. “That leaves the seven of us against how many troops?”

      The four soldiers in their EVA suits stepped forward, ready for whatever was next.

      “Right, so we’ve got six. Better than three, but based on how many I saw coming out of those shuttles, probably thirty men for every ship that gets here. Plus any ‘engineers’ who didn’t make it back to their shuttle before we spaced those idiots. So I’d say possibly forty, maybe fifty are going to hit us as a first wave.”

      Alex’s eyes got big and she ran from the bridge. I started to run after her, but Ka’thak reached out an arm and pulled me back.

      “I know where she’s going,” he replied softly. “She’ll be just fine. Stay with us. We need to plan. The best thing I can think of is that we have to find a way to engage the ship’s interstellar drive. We need to leave, now, before they can capture the ship.”

      “But Alex—“

      Ka’thak held up a hand to cut me off. “I know. I’m so sorry, David. I have no other choice.”

      Alex ran back into the command center, panting. “I can’t get anyone to wake up. They’re out, and I have no idea when—or if—they’ll get up again.” She looked from me to Ka’thak. “What? Have you two come up with a plan already?”

      “Alex...” I said.

      “Whatever it is, I’m on board. What are we doing?”

      “Alex, we have to leave.” I found myself afraid to move. I was about to tell her that the last time she had set foot on Earth was her final moment on our home-world. I wished one of the aliens would speak up and say it for me, but everyone was silent.

      “Leave and go where?” she demanded, knitting her brows.

      “...leave,” I replied weakly. “The only option we have is to run. Otherwise, human troops will overtake this place and kill us all. I’m so sorry, Alex.”

      She froze and was silent for what felt like an eternity. Then she shut her eyes and exhaled. “It’s not like I was heading home to sit by the fire anyway. Not like I had anything left. I will miss it, but this has to end.”

      Ka’thak stepped forward in his armor and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We will be honored for your presence, Doctor.” One of the warriors handed him a belt with the two knives given to every warrior. “Please take these, and count yourself as one of our people. You are not yet a warrior, but we need you to be now.” She took the belt and fastened it around her waist, the knives tinging against each other as it settled on her hips.

      “Thank you, sir.” Fiddling with the handle of the ceremonial knife. “I will do my utmost and am truly honored. You and your people have acted with bravery and trust. I am sorry that you were only repaid with treachery and treason. Now, what do you need from me?”

      He nodded and turned his attention back to the assembled group. “Four of you, get to the entrance of the bridge. Close the blast doors and guard the entrance. Jackson, you and I will engage the interstellar drive. Alex, if there’s anyone you want to call...now is the time.”

      She paused a moment. “There’s no one sir.”

      “Then say a prayer that this works,” Ka’thak requested. “Let’s go, Jackson.” The two of us took our places behind the commander’s station and keyed in instructions to activate the interstellar drive. I watched as a bar on the screens started to slowly fill. Very slowly. It would take around half an hour before it would be ready. “Now the only problem is getting to the engine room.”

      “Why?” Alex asked.

      “It’s just like a human ship,” I explained. “The captain gives the orders and the engine room has to execute them. That way someone can keep an eye on the engine status while the captain runs the rest of the vessel.”

      An alarm started blaring. “Shit,” I muttered.

      “What is it?” Alex asked.

      “Proximity alarm,” Ka’thak growled. “They’re coming. How long do we have?”

      “Around an hour?” one of the soldiers guessed.

      “That isn’t much time. All right, Jackson, you’re with me. We’ll take two others and get to the engine room as quickly as possible. Two of you will stay here with Alex. Set positions near the door. Don’t let anyone in unless you hear either of our voices.” The two warriors nodded and stepped forward.

      “How long do you think it’s going to take to charge the engines?” Alex inquired.

      “An hour, maybe a little less,” I stated, gathering and checking my weapons. Low on ammunition, but I still had a beam weapon and my knives. I wouldn’t be able to take down an army on my own but it would be something. “Hey, Doc, you gonna make it?”

      “Are you kidding me? I feel like a badass!” Alex took the smaller of the two knives from her belt and flipped the handle, narrowly avoiding clipping her hand with the blade. She laughed nervously and put the knife back. “Okay, maybe I shouldn’t quite play warrior just yet. Go. We’ve got you. Hurry up and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I snapped to a mock salute. “Yes, general. We’ll be back as soon as we can. Try not to blow up the ship with us down near the engines, all right?”

      She stuck her tongue out at me. Ka’thak and I left to make our way to the engine room.
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      We passed more unconscious alien bodies on our way to the engine room but didn’t find any humans. I stopped on the way to check on them, pressing my fingers against their necks. Still no movement, but their pulses were steady and their breathing regular. Ka’thak looked back at me and I motioned him forward, letting him know that I’d catch up momentarily. He continued down the hall and I heard the whoosh of the engine room door sliding open. He commanded the two soldiers who had accompanied us to take positions outside the door and let no one through. I took one last look at the aliens lying before me and joined Ka’thak. Once inside we took care to shut the blast doors behind us. It felt cruel to the soldiers who remained outside, but they understood the importance of the mission. Defend their commander, and the engines at all costs. If we couldn’t get the engines fired up properly we needed as much time as we could get.

      Thankfully the engines hadn’t been damaged, by the humans or the debris from the decompression. I could see the same charging screen progressing steadily as I had on the bridge. Half an hour felt like a short time but now that we had arrived in the engine room the seconds crawled by. If any of those reinforcement ships arrived sooner than anticipated we were in deep shit. The human colony ship wasn’t that far away, either. I wondered if the hour that I had given us was too generous. Surely it would take less time than that to load a group of soldiers into a shuttle and send it over to attack us? It didn’t matter now. We were in it, for better or for worse. As Ka’thak ran through pre-flight checks he spoke.

      “David, I know you’ve told me this before, but I feel compelled to ask again. Are you sure that you’re really committed to this plan? There are escape pods and shuttles. You’d be able to take Alex and get off the ship. I only ask because this really is your last chance.”

      I busied myself running full-system checks and was silent for a couple of minutes. I was unsure if Ka’thak still doubted my loyalty or what, but I was getting a little tired of my allegiance being questioned. Of my resolve coming into doubt. Honor had dictated my life for my entire adult years. It was the only thing that mattered to me. I took a deep breath and continued typing in the commands for diagnostics.

      “You heard me, David?”

      Did I really want to go with him? Would I be standing here if I didn’t? “...yes, sir. I appreciate your checking, but I made my decision a long time ago. Plus, there’s nowhere for us to go. Like Alex said, ever since this whole thing started, humanity has done nothing but meet your kindness with betrayal and treachery. I’m done with humanity. I still owe you a debt as well.” Perhaps I misinterpreted Ka’thak’s intent. Perhaps my loyalty, my dedication was still under question?

      Ka’thak chuckled. “No, my dear friend. If you think that you still owe me a debt, you’re fooling yourself. You’ve repaid your debt, more than once. I’ve never seen a being dedicate himself so fully to his honor. You’ve sacrificed so much for the lives of others. You’re more than free to go.”

      I cursed my annoyance and distrust of the alien captain. I wanted to blame it on the stress of the situation but given the recent circumstances, I was feeling separated from my alien brothers and sisters. I felt like I didn’t belong, that I was a member of a traitorous species. Maybe they would never trust me. Maybe they already watched me with suspicious eyes, waiting to see when I would turn against them like the rest of my species had. Only one good way to find out.

      Fuck it.

      I stopped the diagnostics and turned to him. Unbuckling my ceremonial knife from my belt, I handed it to Ka’thak, handle first, and knelt on the ground. I looked up to him and grinned, pushing the very tip of the sword into my chest.

      “You’ll have to kill me first, sir.”

      Ka’thak guffawed and offered me a hand, pulling me up off the floor. “Fantastic! I’m happy your commitment is so unwavering. It’s good. I could always use more beings worthy of trust by my side.” He turned back to the terminal and continued typing, satisfied.

      We both flinched at the sound of gunfire in the hallway. It sounded like it was getting close, fast. “Fuck,” I swore.

      “It would appear that we have company,” Ka’thak said.

      “Yes, yes we do.” I pulled my gun out and set it on the panel beside me. I tapped a few buttons and pulled up the security feed. The two guards we had left outside the engine room were back to back, fending off a company of soldiers with their guns and claws when they got too close. They were doing a valiant job, but two soldiers couldn’t stand against a dozen, no matter their skill.

      “Sir? What should we do?” I fought the urge to run out there. This was my commander’s call. Ka’thak was silent, tapping away at the terminal in front of him. I watched a toe on his foot tap the floor. I could feel the tension thrumming from him. Down to the last minute and this might have all been for nothing. It was an impossible choice to defend two of our own, or risk the engine room falling to the enemy.

      “We go to them. Escape means nothing if we leave our brothers to die out there.”

      I nodded and picked up my beam pistol. “No matter what happens, your men will make sure Alex is safe?” I looked at him. If I wasn’t going to make it out of here, ensuring her safety was the only thing I cared about.

      “They will. I trust them to know what to do,” he replied.

      “Then let’s fucking get it, sir. Ooh rah.”

      “Indeed.”

      We picked up our guns and took positions near the door to the engine room. “I’ll count you down,” Ka’thak said. I nodded and readied myself. “Three...two...one!” Both sets of doors flew open and the smell of death and gunfire hit me full in the face. The soldiers we had set outside had their backs to us and were firing in bursts so close it sounded like they never took their hands off the trigger. One glanced back and yelled to his companion to move aside. Ka’thak opened his mouth in a roar and barreled out into the hallway. He fired off a few shots but abandoned his gun in favor of teeth and claws. Seeing the hulking alien commander rip their comrades apart served its purpose; several enemy soldiers backed away and appeared to forget they were supposed to be shooting. I know it was one hell of a morale booster for me.

      Even if we scared the crap out of them, we were seriously outnumbered and badly outgunned. At least it would be a good fight, until the end. We had to come up with something, quickly.
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      Indecision thrummed through me as I watched the firefight unfolding on the security monitors. Ka’thak and David couldn’t see it yet but at least two squads of soldiers were on their way to the engine room. The fight was bad and it was about to get much, much worse. There were more shuttles arriving in the hangar by the minute. In the absence of success with the gas, whoever was behind this was sending everything he had at the alien ship. It took me a minute to figure out where the other half of the soldiers were headed. I tapped through the security feeds and found them—making a beeline for the ship’s bridge. Of course.

      I punched the commands to start locking down as many doors as I could between us and the sea of very angry, very motivated men. I said a small prayer of thanks that they seemed to be leaving the unconscious aliens alone. No use wasting bullets on things that weren’t a threat, I suppose. I watched on the ship’s schematic as sections of the vessel started sealing themselves. They were shutting quickly, but I worried not quick enough. The soldiers Ka’thak had left with me had already headed to the door of the bridge, their fingers on the triggers of their pistols. They waited for the first sign of anyone making it through the door, bouncing gently on their haunches.

      I felt completely helpless. As much as I wanted to play the warrior, I wasn’t anywhere near prepared to kill again. Even if it was for my own survival. The warriors with me didn’t deserve to die for my sake either.

      I could still do what I came here to do. Try to reach out to Earth. There had to be someone down on the surface who could help us. I grabbed a radio and stumbled my way through getting a secure connection to Earth.

      “Mayday, mayday, mayday, this is the alien ship. We are under attack. I repeat, we are under attack. Please, we need help.”

      I was met with only static for a couple of minutes and repeated my call. What if whoever was attacking us had already cut the communications. I didn’t dare think about what that could mean for us if they had. I decided to try again.

      “Mayday, mayday, mayday, this is Dr. Alexandra King, currently aboard the alien ship. We are being attacked by human soldiers and are suffering heavy losses. We need assistance.”

      A crackle, and a voice. Finally.

      “Dr. King? This is General Allen of the United States Army.”

      “Oh thank God.” I clutched the radio in both hands. I was squeezing it so tightly I was surprised the plastic of the microphone hadn’t cracked. “General, we have armed men aboard the ship. The men have set off some kind of gas. Nearly every alien has been paralyzed and we have few warriors to defend the ship. I need to speak to President Wright, urgently.”

      The voice on the other end of the radio sounded terse. “The President is understandably occupied right now.”

      I resisted the urge to swear at him and settled for the tried and true damsel in distress instead. “Please sir, it’s an emergency. If these men take over the alien ship, they may use it to attack the human one. We need help up here as quickly as possible!”

      The general coughed and mumbled something I didn’t catch.

      “Hello?” I called.

      “Please hold for the President.”

      The alien warriors glanced back at me and I shook my head at them. I hoped against hope that this was some remaining piece of Proctor’s scheme—some branch of his organization that had been operating under the radar or in another country that we hadn’t been able to shake out when we had Proctor killed.

      “Dr. King, it’s Max Wright. What’s going on up there?”

      “Sir, we are under attack. Three shuttles of soldiers have landed on the alien ship and are proceeding to slaughter their way through to the engine room and bridge. Please, sir. They’re trying to take over the ship. We need help up here, as fast as you can send it!”

      The President chuckled darkly. “I’d be happy to send more help up Alex, seeing as it looks like three shuttles of soldiers have been insufficient. I’ll send three more. That should do the trick. You had best get yourself somewhere safe. Wouldn’t want you being mistaken for an alien with all that gas floating around.”

      It felt like I had an icy cold bucket of water thrown over me. The shaking in my hands that I had felt when I watched those soldiers being jettisoned into space returned. The chill was quickly replaced with white-hot rage.

      “You see, you idealistic naive little girl, there can be no compromise with those subhuman creatures. They are an abomination against God. Exterminating them now is my way of thanking them for their ship. After all, it would be simply inhuman to murder a creature while it could see the ax coming for its head. This way is much faster. Less blood.”

      I stayed quiet, thoughts racing for some other explanation but I knew deep down there was none. Humanity was fundamentally evil. I flashed back briefly to my undergraduate thesis where I stood in front of a packed lecture hall emphatically making a case for the inherent good of humankind. Had I really been such a fool, all these years?

      “You’re a monster,” I blurted. “You had the chance to make a better future for us all, and you’re killing the people who made it possible. You’re killing one of your own.”

      “Hah! Killing one of my own? That lizard loving species traitor is getting exactly what he deserves. I’m appalled that Lee even let him join up with the aliens. I would have had him court-martialed and thrown into Leavenworth for the rest of his life. The man deserves whatever he gets from throwing his lot in with those creatures.”

      A serpent of anger unfurled itself in my stomach and I snarled at the microphone. “You xenophobic piece of shit. You don’t deserve to be President, and you sure as shit don’t deserve to occupy the same space as that woman did. She died for cooperation between our people. You are a snake—no, an insect—and you will never be half the man David Jackson is. Give me one good reason as to why I shouldn’t use the orbital cannon to blow you into oblivion.”

      Wright laughed through the radio. “I doubt you’d have the first clue how to use it. Go pray with your lizard friends, Doctor. You’ll be heading to meet their God soon enough.” He cut the transmission then.

      I stood stock-still for a moment and slammed my fists into the panel. My alien guards turned in shock at the noise and stared as I opened my mouth in a roar. I screamed as long and as hard as I could, only stopping when my throat started to hurt. Tears flowed down my cheeks and I wanted nothing more than to crumple into a ball. I was tired, so tired. Too much had gone wrong and too many lives had been sacrificed for everything to end in failure. Our last hope rode on a progress bar which in the intervening time hadn’t filled up as much as I hoped it had.

      “Doctor,” one of my guards said softly, making his way from the door of the bridge to where I stood. “Doctor, I know this is bad, but we need you with us right now. Look.” He pointed to a camera feed where I could see three more shuttles making their way into space from the human ship. “Wright wasn’t kidding. We have three more shuttles incoming. I need your help to make a decision.”

      I took a deep breath and raised my head. “All right.” I turned toward the warrior. “We make one last plan.”
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      Despite the aliens’ best efforts, we were seriously fucked. Ka’thak, the guards, and I grouped together to try and make a push for the bridge. Ka’thak and one of the guards took the front of the group, the other one and I took the rear, our backs pressing against the leaders. The human soldiers tried to rush us first. They must have assumed that I was the better deal rather than face two aliens head-on. They were very wrong.

      The problem was that for every one I cut down, it was like two more took his place. Unless we could regroup in a secure area, this was going to be a short fight indeed. The soldier next to me fell when one of the humans managed to land a well-placed shot, so I took the central position, spraying a line of blaster fire into the soldiers. I knew that this strategy would only work for so long. The closer we got to the bridge the wider the passages in the ship would get. Eventually one of the humans would be able to sneak past me.

      The human captain yelled from behind his men for them to cease fire. We didn’t stop and continued to back away slowly, keeping our guns trained on the soldiers. Ka’thak reached back and thumped me on the shoulder twice, his signal to move faster. I straightened and pushed back against them. I didn’t know why the humans had stopped coming and I didn’t care. Plenty of time to give a shit about it later. We made it to the crossway of the passages and set up security. If we made a bolt for the bridge and whatever was distracting the humans stopped pulling their attention, we couldn’t afford to be caught off guard.

      I could feel the breaths of my brothers. We inhaled and exhaled as a group. Ka’thak’s toe claw tapped against the floor as we waited to see what would happen. I couldn’t hear what was being said but the crowd of humans murmured something as they clustered around their captain. Suddenly I heard the human captain shout a curse. Ka’thak chuffed.

      “I locked them out when we left the room,” he said softly. “They can’t shut down the interstellar drive from that console. If they don’t want to travel to another star with us, they need to shut down the engines from the bridge.”

      I laughed.

      “They’re not going to like that very much.”

      “No, no they are not,” he agreed. Sure enough, the human captain ran out of the engine room. He ordered his soldiers aside and made his way toward us. The soldier at Ka’thak’s shoulder swiveled, took his place next to me, and raised his rifle at the man’s head.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” The human captain held his hands up. “Take it easy there, soldier. You’re safe from me, for now. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on with your computer, hm? I’ve already got my men on their way to the bridge. I’m betting you have men up there as well. There are two ways we can play this. Either you can help me down here, or I can have them override the system from up there, and guarantee that the rest of your men will die.”

      Ka’thak opened his mouth in a hiss, making sure to flash every one of his impressive teeth. The men standing behind their commander shrank back. I grinned and shrugged. See what you’re up against, asshole?

      “That really ain’t the way to play this, partner,” the man called. His fingers crept toward his gun and Ka’thak tensed. “Look, I know you’ve set the drive in motion already. I also know that we have limited time before it activates and this ship carries us to God only knows where. So here’s the deal I’m making. You tell your soldiers to stand down and you unlock access to the engines for me, or I can blow this entire ship out of the sky. I’d prefer option one, but it’s really up to you.”

      I looked at Ka’thak and he nodded, gesturing with his head that I should speak. I stepped forward, careful to put my hands away from my gun.

      “You know that’s not going to work out too well for you, right?” I called. “I don’t know if you and your men were there the last time one of these ships blew but it’s something else. You’ll melt us all into our base components. Gone. Zip. Zero. No survivors. Unless you’re here on a kamikaze mission, I think you’re full of shit.”

      The man shrugged. “If that’s the way you want it to go, oh well. My instructions are to capture this ship but if I’m unable to accomplish that objective, my commanding officer will be happy to see it destroyed.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You want to come down here and check? I’ll happily let you through, you can come see the explosives yourself.”

      I glanced at Ka’thak. We had a brief interchange via non-verbal signals, the gist of which was figuring out how we were supposed to stop the installation of the explosives while keeping the rest of the soldiers from reaching the bridge. The truth was that there was no easy answer. The minute we tried to abandon the engine room we gave the enemy the opportunity to rig the ship to blow and there was nothing to stop them from sending a group to chase us down. If we stayed, Alex was left alone with only two guards against odds that were getting worse by the minute.

      After a flurry of movements and subvocal communication, the decision was made that we should stay. Alex was with two capable warriors, aliens who would defend her with their lives. Even though it went against my personal desires, staying to defend the engine was the right thing to do. Defending the collective had to take precedence over saving even one of us. I had to trust that whatever she was doing, Alex was coming up with some kind of brilliant scheme to get herself—and maybe all of us—out of here in one piece.

      “Back your men up,” I called down to the human captain. “Have them put down their weapons and set them over there. Any man moves and they’re going to find themselves without intestines. Understood?”

      The human captain smiled. “Understood. Don’t worry, Lt. Colonel Jackson. You have my word that none of these men are going to pull any funny business. I’m sure they’d like to keep their innards where they are.”

      The soldiers lay their guns down and their commanding officer gathered them and set them in a line in front of the group. That wasn’t quite as out of the way as I would like but anyone who decided to run for their gun would definitely be falling into the range of our fire and claws. It was as close as I was going to get to see them disarmed. The three of us cautiously approached the group and the human captain stepped forward, his hands held away from his body.

      “I’m going to ask you to set your weapons aside, Lt. Colonel. After all, we can talk to each other like civilized men without anybody going for a gun, can’t we?”

      I looked at Ka’thak and he nodded. My fellow soldier and I set our pistols down slowly and kicked them to the side of us. The guns were out of our reach but weren’t so far that we couldn’t grab them if we had to. With any luck, we wouldn’t have to, but I wasn’t that stupid.

      “I believe introductions are in order, Lt. Colonel.”

      The soldier accompanying me stepped aside to allow Ka’thak to step through the gap. He pulled his lips back in a snarl but dipped his head slightly to acknowledge that he was speaking to a fellow officer.

      “Captain James Dalton.” The man held out his hand. Ka’thak stared at it like it was an insect.

      “Ka’thak,” he replied. Dalton hovered his hand in the air for a moment longer and withdrew it when it was clear his gesture wasn’t going to be reciprocated.

      “A pleasure, Ka’thak. Let’s you and me sit down and have a discussion.”

      A low growl rippled from Ka’thak’s chest as the three of us followed Dalton toward the engine room.
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      Was it me or could I hear the pounding of boots coming closer? I was captive yet again, but this time my killer was going to be of my own kind.

      “Doctor?” One of the aliens turned to me. “You should run. If you can make it to an escape pod, you still have a shot at getting to their ship.”

      “Hell no.” I shook my head. “Give me a gun. We live together or we die together.” The warrior nodded and handed me a pistol small enough for me to use. I caressed the cold metal, the weapon heavy in my hands even though it was the smallest of the alien weaponry. The soldiers chattered to each other in their tongue for a few minutes. Formulating a plan, or discussing what to do with the helpless human woman stuck with them?

      “Doctor, I’m going to ask you to stand behind that terminal there. I’d like you to leave things to the two of us unless it’s absolutely necessary. If we fall, there is a self destruct protocol for the ship. It won’t give you enough time to get away, but...”

      “At least we’ll take the bastards with us?” I suggested.

      The soldier laughed. “Something like that. Good luck, Doctor. If anything happens, it’s been a genuine honor to know you.” His companion nodded his agreement. The soldiers typed something into a terminal and I heard the blast doors retract. They opened the door to the bridge just wide enough for a man to fit through. I would find out later that this was the same battle tactic Jackson had used to funnel Proctor’s men into one chamber in the first wave attack. It was an age-old trick, one that still worked remarkably well. Ironic that we were now replaying Leonidas’s plight. Such a small fighting force against an army of a few hundred. Tonight we dine in hell, I guess.

      As soon as the door to the bridge was eased open I heard gunshots ring out. It seemed that a couple of aliens had managed to regain consciousness and were resisting the invaders. They didn’t have a chance but I admired their courage to fight a losing battle. One of the aliens outside stepped in front of the bridge door, screaming in her language. I assume that the invading soldiers must have gotten a briefing on the aliens but I would give a lot to be out there and watch them wet themselves when they saw how much damage those claws and teeth could do. I flinched as I smelled the char and wetness of gunshot wounds. Whoever she was, she was taking heavy fire to keep these humans out of the command center. It was suicide. If we made it through this, I would be sure that Ka’thak gave her the honors she deserved.

      I crouched behind the terminal with the radio, taking care to position myself so that I could leap up and shoot effectively if I had to. I cursed myself for not taking a more technical interest in the ship. In a couple of minutes it was going to be very tempting to make a bolt for the escape pod. I busied myself with identifying potential weapons instead. I saw several canisters lining the walls that reminded me of fire extinguishers. Whatever they were, they were big, heavy, and removable. I glanced at the door and made a bolt for the canisters. It took me a moment or two to figure out how to detach them but I was eventually able to pull one loose, then another. The soldiers at the door didn’t even notice the extra noise. Once I had gathered four canisters I wheeled them back to the terminal I was taking shelter behind. They were indeed fire extinguishers, symbols on the sides indicating flames.

      I smiled. I could use these. They could be used as smoke bombs or as a club. I yelled to the soldiers at the door and held one up. He nodded and motioned for me to throw one to him. I sprinted out from behind the terminal and hefted the cylinder as hard as I could. It rolled to a stop about a foot away from the soldier but he was able to pull it to him with a foot. He got behind his partner and pierced the canister with his combat knife. A plume of white smoke erupted from it and they both ducked as he threw the canister into the corridor. In my search for something to help the aliens, I hadn’t realized that I heard less shooting. The alien who had so bravely thrown herself in front of the door to the bridge now lay in front of it, dead.

      The invading humans had retreated, sending one or two men at a time to test exactly how heavily guarded the bridge was. The biggest problem with this is that the minute they figured out there were only three of us, we were going to be overrun. The soldiers at the door shared my mindset, taking care only to shoot when a human soldier came within visual range of the door. I dimly heard one of the humans call for a camera. They were going to send in a drone. Shit.

      I ducked back behind the terminal and waited for the hum of the drone. Neither of the alien soldiers were likely to have run across one of these up close before, but they should know what it was when they saw it. I heard the whir of a motor start up outside and started counting off seconds. In here a drone couldn’t go much faster than five miles an hour. If the soldiers had backed up a hundred feet—I assumed they were a little bit closer to us than that but not much, I could hear human footsteps go on for too long before our answering shot came—the drone would travel at just over seven feet per second. That left me with less than fifteen seconds to time this just right.

      Sure enough, I heard the call that the drone had been deployed. Thank God they were being so quiet. Anytime they spoke their voices echoed down the metal passageway. I hoped that I could accurately gauge where the drone was. The whir of the drone motor got closer and closer and I counted off, eight, nine, ten. Unclipping the combat knife the aliens had gifted me I took the point of it and stabbed it into the canister as hard as I could.

      “Please don’t blow up in my face,” I said.

      Thankfully the canister didn’t blow up and I was almost blinded by the white smoke coming out of it. I yelled for the alien soldiers to duck and they did. I ran from my hiding spot and threw the canister in front of them, the smoke escaping faster every second. The whine of the drone didn’t cease and I saw its shadow becoming more defined through the smoke. Something glinted in my vision and I blinked. The lens of a military scout drone poked its way through my camouflage. I was looking at a lens.

      “Shoot it!” I screamed and the drone fell in a smoking heap. I heard the soldiers advance and my guards opened fire. I had faith in their ability to hold them off for a little while longer, but this wasn’t going our way. I got on the radio. “David, what’s the situation down there?”

      “Not too good,” he replied. I could hear Ka’thak’s roars and the sounds of gunfire. “They’ve wired the engines with explosives.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah.” He sounded tired. I wondered how many soldiers there were. Two of them against the world. Maybe more aliens had woken it up and made it down there with them. It was a nice thing to hope, but I doubted it. “We’re gonna try and disarm them, but no guarantees. Can you get out?”

      Before I could answer him an explosion ripped through the door to the bridge. The alien soldiers with me fell, their bodies charred and smoking, as a torrent of human soldiers streamed onto the bridge. One of the soldiers raised his rifle at me and I put my hands up.

      “Weapons down, miss,” he insisted. “Nice and slowly, if you please.” My eyes shot to the radio and the man advanced on me quickly, shoving the muzzle of his gun almost into my chest. “Come on, Doctor. No funny business now. I don’t want to shoot you, but my commander would be very angry with me if I let you touch that radio again.” I sighed and lowered the gun. Another soldier came and retrieved it from me, retreating to where he was out of reach. “Knives too, Ms. King,” the soldier added, gesturing with his hand for me to give them to him. I knew how sacred these knives were to the aliens and though I had been the owners of them for just a short while, I hesitated. The man shot his hand forward and wrenched the belt out of my hands where I had been unbuckling it. He threw the knives behind him where one of his soldiers picked them up, holding them high aloft and laughing with his friends.

      “Alex?” Jackson called over the radio. “Alex, what’s going on? Goddamnit Alex, answer me!” The soldier held me at gunpoint and shook his head. There was nothing more I could do except hope that Jackson heard everything and was on his way.
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      I stood numb as I heard the soldiers taking the bridge. Forget what I could do. Ka’thak was fighting as many soldiers off as he could but even I knew that we would be overrun soon.

      “David,” he yelled, “if they take over the bridge, none of this matters!”

      No shit! I wanted to call back. Hearing Alex getting captured again was already fogging my brain enough that I was having trouble working through how to deactivate each bomb. They were pretty simple mechanisms, but there were a lot of them. I prayed that whatever the hell that gas was had started to wear off by now. We needed bodies. Preferably with guns in their hands.

      Unfortunately, no such miracle presented itself. The gas the humans had released had done its job very well. Even with the ship’s systems filtering out the gas, its effects were too powerful. We’d be lucky to see anyone else wake up before the engines fired.

      “You’ve got to give me some more time, captain!” I yelled back to him. “If I don’t get these disarmed, it won’t matter if they take the bridge! We’ve got to keep fighting!” The alien captain opened his mouth in a roar and charged the incoming humans. One of the soldiers with us traded spots with him and ripped pieces of metal plating from the walls. He tossed one to me and piled up a few others. These would serve well enough as rudimentary shields. They wouldn’t stop a hail of bullets but they would deflect fire for a brief time if it came to that.

      All of a sudden, the twenty or so soldiers trying to press into the engine room disappeared. We waited, holding our breath as we waited for the sounds of gunfire and shouting to return, but they never came. Ka’thak stuck his head into the corridor and swore in his language. He suddenly appeared at my side and started working on the explosives alongside me.

      “They’re gone,” he reported, ripping the wires from one of the charges.

      “Shouldn’t we go after them?”

      “Yes.” His eyes searched the space in front of him and I knew he wasn’t seeing the explosives anymore. He was running through the scenario in his mind, weighing our odds of taking on an ever-growing number of humans versus the bombs. There are just three of us down here, and hopefully two more alive at the bridge. There have to be several dozen humans on board and if we wait much longer, there will be many more. It’s time to do what’s best for our people.”

      “To the bridge? That’s suicide!” I would follow the orders of my commander, but I wondered if he had taken leave of his senses. If we went to the bridge all we would do is cause a small disturbance while we perished. A warriors death to be sure, but I wasn’t ready to die just yet. Not when we were so close to survival.

      “No, friend. We live to fight another day. I wish with all of my heart that we could go help Alex, but I have run dry of options. She can take care of herself and gods forbid something has happened to her, I know that she will go to the next life with bravery and honor in her heart. Come, we will save those we can.”

      “But where will we go? It’s not like we can go to Earth, and trying to assault the human ship would be like throwing a wet towel at a tiger.”

      “There is another cloaked shuttle, much like one that was destroyed when you took on Proctor’s men. If we can revive anyone along the way, we can put them on that ship. This is the only option I have, Jackson.”

      “Fuck.” I clenched my fists at my sides and ground my teeth together. This was the moment of truth. I would be abandoning the woman who had had my back for a year now, but in return, I would get the chance to save my chosen people. Perhaps enough to even fight back again, somehow. There really wasn’t a choice. “All right. We live to fight another day. Most of the enemy has gathered at or near the bridge. If we move fast we shouldn’t encounter too many enemy soldiers.”

      “Indeed.” Ka’thak called the remaining soldier into the engine room and we took quick stock of our weapons and ammunition. It would take us less than ten minutes or so to get to the hangar with the cloaked shuttle, which was lucky. The engines were almost ready to fire and I didn’t want to be in the wrong place at the wrong time if one of those bombs did go off.

      My fellow soldiers and I decided to go with a two-abreast formation. Ka’thak would be kept in the middle of the group and the two soldiers in the rear would advance backward, guarding the rear. The captain didn’t protest. At this point, the chain of command was still intact and we had to do our best to keep it that way. I mentally recalculated that ten minutes into fifteen if we were going to be so cautious. We’d have to send one of the soldiers ahead to prepare the ship. With a lot of luck, we could make this work.

      We advanced into the hallway in tight formation. I kept my head on the swivel, ears straining to hear any noises other than the clump of alien feet. Our little group settled into a steady pace and it looked like it was going to be an uneventful trek. When we were within visual range of the hangar a shot rang out past us. The two of us raised our shields and backed Ka’thak behind a structural beam in the passageway. I poked my head out from behind the metal. Three human soldiers stood at the other end of the corridor, their rifles raised.

      “I really wouldn’t do that if I were you!” I shouted to the men.

      “Fuck you!” one yelled back.

      “All right, if that’s how you wanna do it!” I turned to the soldier next to me. “I’m the better shot.”

      He snorted. “That’s debatable.” Ka’thak rolled his eyes and let out a growl. “Fine, fine. What do you need?”

      “Cover me?”

      The soldier nodded. Ka’thak pressed himself against the side of the corridor so that his profile didn’t stick out beyond the edge of the beam.

      “Ready?” I asked. “Three, two, one!” We jumped out together, the soldier holding both our shields in front of us. Stacked together, they almost covered his height, but he still had to duck as the humans fired.

      “Hurry it up, Jackson! These won’t hold up forever!”

      “Yeah, yeah, hold your horses,” I insisted, getting myself into position.

      “If I knew what those were I’d fucking throw one at you! Take them out!”

      I pressed my gun to my shoulder and breathed in. I felt my heart rate slow. I held my breath for a second and then exhaled slowly, squeezing the trigger. The shot hit the first human center mass and he went down. The other two jumped aside, letting off just a few rounds. I waited until number two peeked his head out and squeezed off another shot. This one hit him square in the face. Very satisfying. I tapped the warrior in front of me on the shoulder and we advanced together. I heard Ka’thak step out from his hiding place and he joined us, taking care to crouch behind us. The final human soldier leaned out of his hiding place just long enough to get a shot off. The bullet pinged off our homemade shields and buried itself in the metal of the corridor. The soldier leading us rushed forward and crushed the human against the wall with them.

      He yelped and started coughing.

      “If my knowledge of your physiology is correct, I believe I have likely broken several of your lungs, human,” he mocked.

      “Get—“ He coughed. “Get the fuck off of me, you alien scum.”

      “Only if he says to.” He nodded toward Ka’thak.

      “I can take it from here.” Ka’thak stepped out from behind the two of us and wrenched the soldier’s rifle out of his hands. He tossed it on the floor. “Soldier, move your shield.” He did so, staying close in case we needed to trap the human again. I had to hand it to the man, he did try to land a punch on Ka’thak. Unfortunately for him, powered armor hurts like a bitch. Ka’thak smiled. “A warrior to the end,” he said, handing me his gun. “I have to admire that. Any words before I send you to your god?”

      The soldier spit at Ka’thak’s visor. “Fair enough,” Ka’thak said. He pressed his claws against the man’s neck and drew one deeply across his throat. A red line appeared on the man’s neck and he coughed, red spattering the captain’s helmet. Ka’thak let go of the soldier and tossed his body to the floor. “Come, we haven’t much time.”

      We didn’t encounter any more enemies and arrived at the hangar not a moment too soon. I jumped in the co-pilot’s seat while the soldier with us initiated the takeoff sequence. Ka’thak closed the shuttle doors and strapped himself in. We managed to escape the mothership without the human forces noticing. Once we were out of range of the ship’s weapons, we spun and watched as three more shuttles with human forces landed in the main hangar bay.

      The ship was lost, and we had thousands of aliens aboard who would never know they were about to die. There was no chance that three of us could do a thing to save them. I had escaped with my life, but at what cost?
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      Despite the setbacks, the mission went far better than expected. The gas had done its work and my men reported that they encountered only a few aliens who were awake. Between the complexities of invading the ship and the sheer amount of crap he had to organize on the fly, Captain Dalton was exhausted. They weren’t expecting any kind of a fight and getting to the bridge had taken more brute force than tactical strategy. The beasts had fought with more ferocity than he expected. Losing a third of his force in the first ten minutes of the mission only fueled the rage inside him.

      The threat was neutralized, however. The traitor pilot and the alien captain had disappeared. He had sent men to search the nearby areas of the ship but they were nowhere to be found. He could only hope they had found their way to a short and preferably painful death. He shook his head. The bridge was theirs, and that was what mattered. There was only one more thing to do.

      He strode into the command center of the ship with his hands linked behind his back. A couple of the more experienced soldiers were tapping away at terminals, trying to unlock the firing sequence for the interstellar drive the aliens had started. Two alien bodies littered the floor, blue blood pooled beneath their still forms. He wrinkled his nose at the smell. Disgusting vermin. He slid the legs of one out of the way with his boot and jerked his head up at the sound of a scuffle. Kneeling before a group of two of his men was a woman, her hair disheveled and her clothing torn in places. One of the men had his fingers wrapped in her hair, pulling it just hard enough to keep her from moving. Dalton strode up to him and wrested his other arm behind his back. The man yelped and dropped his grip.

      “Private,” Dalton growled. “This is not how we treat prisoners. Especially women. Get out of my fucking sight before I decide to let her take your balls for treating her like an animal.”

      “But sir—“ the man griped.

      “GET THE FUCK OUT, NOW,” Dalton yelled. The private scuttled away, mumbling under his breath the whole time. Captain Dalton turned to Alex. “My apologies for my man’s conduct, ma’am. He’s a little pigheaded but that’s not an excuse for touching you in such a manner.”

      She spat at him, a gob of saliva hitting Dalton on the cheek. He closed his eyes and wiped it off with one hand, the other toying with the handle of his pistol. “Are you finished?” he asked sweetly. “I’d say I could do this all day, but we’re on a schedule, miss.”

      “Fuck. You,” she snarled.

      “How sweet. I assume you’re the famous Dr. Alexandra King, savior of mankind and lover of all aliens great and small?”

      “I’d love to tell you, but it won’t matter anyway. I hope you and your men really like the view of the stars, whoever the fuck you are, because in not too many minutes from now that interstellar drive is firing, whether you like it or not.”

      “I'm not worried about it,” Dalton responded, examining his fingernails. “We are trained soldiers, Doctor. If you’ll look to your left, you’ll see that one of our fine technicians has stopped the process to fire the drive. We’re here for as long as I say we’re here, sweetheart.”

      That hit the mark. “You heartless bastard. Don’t you understand what’s at stake here? For God’s sake, you’re going to murder an entire species and for what, so a thousand of the President’s best friends can get their ticket to a new life? Surely even a meathead like you can see how incredibly wrong that is.”

      “I’m here on the orders of the President of the United States. I don’t typically look into things much past that.” Dalton picked a piece of dirt from under one fingernail and flung it at Alex, hitting her in the chest. “And I won’t be murdering a single human or animal today that hasn’t tried to murder me first.”

      “Then what’s the plan? Space them? That gas your men deployed has got to be starting to wear off by now. Pretty soon you’re going to find out what these people are like when they’re angry and I, for one, can’t wait to watch.”

      “I’ll hand it to you, girlie,” Dalton noted, flashing a predatory grin. “You’ve got some bark. I bet your bite isn’t nearly as bad though. No. We won’t be spacing anyone today—that is, anyone who doesn’t give me a reason to. My orders are to take them all planetside. The lizards are going to live out the last of their days in their natural habitat. We’ve got a nice little island picked out for the lot of them.”

      “You’re going to dump them on Earth? That’s fucking worse than blowing them out an airlock. It’s inhuman. You’re going to leave them to fry and suffocate while you speed away. You’ll be damning them to a torturous death. Not just their warriors, but their women and children too. Are you going to be able to sleep at night knowing you killed children?”

      She didn’t see his hand before it connected with the side of her face, sending her tumbling toward the floor before a soldier hauled her back up. Alex shook her head to clear the shock but Dalton grabbed her by the chin. He squeezed, making sure to apply pressure to the sides of her jaw. She twisted, trying to break his grip but he held on too tightly.

      “Listen, lady.” He bent down so that his face was scant inches from hers. “I’m following orders. It’s my job and I’m damn good at it. Perhaps if you had done your job in the first place instead of siding with these disgusting creatures you would be sitting pretty on the other ship, right now. I hope it was worth it.”

      Alex stayed silent. Smart woman. Dalton thought. She knew the fight was over.

      “What do you want done with her, sir?” the man holding her asked.

      “She can join her friends in a shuttle and take a nice trip home. Wright can find her there for all I care, if he wants to keep her alive. For now, I want her off my bridge and out of my sight. If she gets too mouthy, I’ll look the other way as to how you’d like to shut her up.”

      The man nodded and hauled Alex to her feet, and the two of them walked from the bridge. Dalton plunked himself down in the captain’s chair and surveyed his new domain. “Not a bad deal,” he said to himself. “Not a bad deal at all.”
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      I seethed during my frogmarch to the shuttle hangar. I wanted so badly to fight, but I wasn’t so stupid to think that I had any chance. All the way to the hanger, it looked like an infestation had made its way aboard the ship. There were human soldiers every few feet collecting aliens. We passed by a room where I saw a half dozen aliens bound and gagged. Muzzled might be the better term. There were wide strips of plastic zip ties ringed around each alien’s face in such a way that they could breathe but speaking—and more importantly biting—would be impossible. No one was spared this treatment and I shut my eyes in grief as we passed by a group of children laid out in the hallway, their eyes stuck in that blank stare. Any aliens discovered in their quarters were similarly bound and tossed into the hallways like luggage. Another team of humans was making their way down the hall with a large equipment cart. They stopped by each pile of bodies and hauled the aliens onto the cart, stacking them like logs. Visions of illustrations from the Atlantic slave trade came to mind.

      When we arrived at the shuttle, I wasn’t surprised to see piles of paralyzed aliens already inside. The soldier holding me forced me to walk up the ramp. Once we neared the door he shoved me through and I landed hard on the studded metal floor. I got up and raced back to the hatch but the soldier shut it in my face, the door missing my nose by an inch. I pounded the thick metal and screamed, the noise echoing around the chamber and making me dizzy. I sat in a corner of the ship and hugged my knees to my chest. I wanted to crack a joke to myself, something about defeat being snatched from the jaws of victory, but I was too tired. The events of the past year had aged me considerably. I wasn’t a spring chicken by any means when this whole thing started, but now when I looked in the mirror my hair was more than a little shot through with silver. I had gotten thinner, too. For me this meant the loss of what little muscle I had managed to gain while maintaining a teaching schedule. I barely slept anymore and was eating only when my body demanded it of me. For all of this, I had managed to keep fighting. Until now.

      Still, doing something was better than sitting here and waiting for these goons to dump me in the middle of nowhere. I stood but was knocked back down by the rumble of the shuttle taking off. Shit. I took stock of my surroundings. The assholes invading the bridge had managed to mess up my clothes, but they were mostly still intact. I gingerly prodded my right hand with my left. It still stung like hell from the one good punch I managed to land. I could flex all four fingers and my thumb, so if something was broken, it wasn’t broken that badly. I had become the proud owner of a few bumps and bruises but those were the least of my worries. Getting shoved into the shuttle had opened up a couple of cuts here and there but overall I was in one piece and reasonably functional.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t say that for the captive aliens. Being trapped in here with them gave me the creeps. It was like wandering into Ko’s downed shuttle without the blood. Everyone looked dead. I bent down toward the nearest alien’s mouth and shut my eyes. It was barely discernible over the roar of the shuttle’s engines but I could hear and feel shallow breathing. Not dead, just deeply sedated. All right, that was something. I distantly noticed that the shuttle had leveled out. It didn’t take that long to ascend and descend from orbit. I had maybe a couple of minutes, tops. I winced and slapped the alien’s face lightly. No response. Damn. I really wished that would have done the trick.

      I turned my head and winced as I prodded the poor unconscious being right in their eye—hard—with my index finger. I waited, expecting the alien to wake and be furious at the idiot that had just poked them in the eye but nothing happened. Before I could try to scheme another way to wake the aliens up but the shuttle was already starting to shake with the air resistance of re-entry. I crawled back to my corner and managed to wedge myself between two alien bodies so I wouldn’t get thrown around. The shaking got so violent it felt like the fillings were going to be shaken out of my teeth, and then it stopped. I felt the shuttle turn a few times as it landed. The hatch opened and I got a breath of beautifully clean air. Wherever we were it was definitely out of the way. I risked raising my head from where I lay and caught a glimpse of green hills and blue ocean. That didn’t tell me much.

      Teams of soldiers came into the cabin and started hauling alien bodies onto another cart. This time they didn’t go far—I could hear the thuds the bodies made as they hit the ground. I shut my eyes and let my head loll back. Better to let the soldiers think I was unconscious, knocked out the ship’s shaking. As I lay there, I heard them speaking.

      “This is a fucking waste of time, man,” a young private complained to his friend. “Why are we pulling shifts hauling space lizards onto a beach when we could have just shoved them through an airlock. It would have been a hell of a better show than this crap.”

      “Yeah man,” his comrade agreed. “Shame to waste this place on a bunch of aliens, too. I know Earth isn’t going to be around for very much longer but I’ve always wanted to vacation here. Maybe I’ll find a place like this on whatever planet we end up on and get me some alien babes. Stretch out on a beach, get me some alien tail...”

      The first man laughed. “You sick fucker. I didn’t know you were into the freaky shit.”

      “Fuck you man, help me lift these heavy fuckers.”

      When the army grunts finally made their way to me I “woke up” and shifted. The soldiers smirked and looped their arms through mine. “Finally awake, sleeping beauty? Let’s go.” The men hauled me to my feet. I pretended to be dizzy from the landing and limped along with them. They took me to the pile of alien bodies and shoved me down next to them. I made a show of being blinded by the sun and pulled myself into a sitting position against a tree. I took advantage of the soldiers’ distraction to try and figure out where I was. We were on some kind of tropical island. There was no sight of land as far as I could see. I heard the calls of birds but that could be hundreds of islands. It was damn humid, though. I could feel my hair start to adhere to the back of my neck after just a few minutes in the open air.

      The soldiers finished unloading their shuttle and took off to retrieve more aliens from the ship. Once they were out of sight I got up from my spot and started searching for something sharp. Those zip ties were thick but they were only plastic at the end of the day. I went to a nearby palm tree and pried my fingers underneath a piece of bark that was sticking away from the tree. The sharp needles of bark bit into my palms and I hissed as the splinters drove themselves deeper into my skin while I pulled. I managed to break off a piece about the size of my hand and set to work at freeing the aliens. The palm bark rasped against the plastic restraints and left scratch marks but didn’t penetrate.

      “Damn it,” I muttered. It was just my luck that nothing had fallen off the ship either. I searched the beach and nothing. The sharpest thing in reach was the aliens’ claws themselves, and they couldn’t move. But I could. Damn it.

      It would have to be one of the children. I couldn’t lift an adult, but one of the kids should be easy enough to drag. I found an alien child small enough for me to lift and dragged their body toward one of the adults. Once I had brought them close enough I lifted one of their hands and pressed a finger claw against the adult’s wrist bindings. The claw worked just as well as I had hoped and the plastic split, freeing his wrists. The adult stirred and I backed away quickly. He woke up and his eyes bugged as he discovered that his mouth was bound.

      “It’s all right!” I yelled, keeping a good ten feet away. “It’s all right, just listen to my voice, all right?” The alien struggled for a moment but went still. “You’re bound and gagged,” I told him. “Your hands are free but your legs are tied together and you have a strip of plastic around your mouth. Stay calm and you can slice them off.”

      He nodded and freed his legs before using his fore-claws to rip the plastic off his face. I stayed far back and it turned out to be a good idea. The alien leapt to his feet and hissed, his mouth open wide. “What in the hells is going on?” he demanded. “Dr. King? What are you doing here?”

      “I promise I’ll explain everything, but I need your help. We need to free the others.” He nodded and we set to work.
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      We had to make a plan, but what plan was there to be made? It was three of us against an armada. The cloaked ship hadn’t been detected, but that was the extent of our luck. I paced back and forth in front of a window like a cat stalking a mouse. The determination to do something was overpowering my ability to think. Ka’thak and his soldier stood behind me, speaking quietly. I couldn’t take my eyes off the alien ship. Gods only knew what those scumbags were doing to my people. So far it didn’t look like they were spacing the aliens. That was something. I didn’t have high hopes for the next hours that things would stay that way. The minute an alien woke up and pissed off any of the humans, well. Tensions would boil and people did stupid things when they were angry.

      Clearly, this attack had been planned out far in advance. The launches and the mission were never meant to proceed without conflict. Now the enemy had both ships and as far as I knew our people were still paralyzed—or dead. Our small group gathered at the window with me as the human ship fired its massive engines and pulled alongside the alien vessel. More boarding parties? Or just stripping the alien ship of its resources? No matter what was happening, it was over. We were powerless. If we revealed ourselves we would join the captured, or be blown into the vacuum. Red hot anger flooded through me. I raised both fists and slammed them into the glass.

      “Fuck!” I shouted. “Gods fucking DAMN it!”

      I sank to my knees and the anger was swept away as a wave of grief crashed over me. I started to cry, the tears flowing freely down my cheeks. My fingernails dug into my palms and I dimly felt them break the skin. I punched the glass of the ship’s window over and over again, hoping against hope that it would crack and put me out of my misery. Ka’thak and the soldiers with us stood well back from me, giving me space while I heaved with sobs. It all felt so fucking pointless. Alex was dead or captured, thousands of aliens were dead or about to be, so what the hell was the point of continuing? The three of us were stuck in a shuttle that would keep us alive for a little while, but after that we were shit out of luck. Was I really about to die from suffocation in a spaceship? I briefly debated which was worse. If I put myself out an airlock, would death come more quickly? Did I deserve a quick death when so many were doomed to an agonizing one? Ka'thak should have just blown me out of the sky all those months ago when I shot his ship into the dirt.

      The grief crystallized into a cold, unyielding rage. I had spent my whole life living the experience of the ‘other’. I had been beaten up in school, called the n-word by adults, had my house vandalized, and all the perks of growing up as a poor black kid in the south. For all the hatred and bigotry I endured throughout my life, I would never understand the experience of these people. They had come to us with an offer of help. We in turn killed and abused them. They showed us nothing but patience and understanding. We abused them further and slaughtered them. Despite securing a ship for humanity, we showed an endless capacity for greed and wanted to take everything. Co-existence was never an option. I wanted to scrub my skin off. I felt repulsive. I was a member of a traitorous race, one that deserved all the revenge the universe could provide.

      I felt a squeeze on my shoulder and whirled, fists raised. Ka’thak put his hands up and backed away a few paces. “I know what you must be feeling,” he said. My head shot up and I glared.

      “With all due respect, no you don’t. Sir.”

      It was hard not to snap at him. I had heard that same phrase for years. People who tried to sympathize with me, trying to identify with the discrimination I experienced, to sympathize with my problems. I knew it was their way of trying to make me feel like I wasn’t alone, but the truth was that nobody knew what it was like to be me. They didn’t know what it was like to be a black man growing up in the southern states and they sure as hell didn’t know how hard I busted my ass to get into the Air Force. No one could ever know what it was like to now be one of the remaining members of the most treacherous species in the galaxy. The shame was overwhelming. I would have given my left arm to turn right back around and run into the ship with guns blazing, if it meant I could have taken as many of those fuckers with me as possible.

      I turned back to the window and tried to concentrate on breathing. I remembered this hippie-dippy teacher I had in basic training. The higher-ups had brought him when some Senator or another made a fuss about stress and PTSD rates in the armed forces. The guy had us sit on meditation pillows and count out our breathing. It was supposed to help us lower our blood pressure and, I don’t know, stop us from blowing an artery or something. I never imagined that crap would come in handy, but I found myself counting the same paces as I had in that class. The feeling slowly returned to my hands and feet and my legs shook as the muscles relaxed.

      I opened my eyes again and as I stared at the planet below us, I noticed that the shuttles ascending and descending seemed to be heading to the same place. I couldn’t spot it for sure from where we were, but they appeared to be landing at an island in the South Pacific. I pulled out my tablet and overlaid a map on the Earth. Huh. The ships weren’t going to anywhere in the United States, that was for sure. It looked like they were all making circuits to a U.S. territory in the South Pacific.

      “Sir, take a look at this.” I gestured Ka’thak to me and held up the tablet for him. “They’re not even landing in the U.S.”

      He took the tablet and shifted it so the other alien could see. “And why is that remotely noteworthy, Lt. Colonel?”

      We were back to Lt. Colonel now? Damn it. Great to know I had fucked up even further. I would have to figure out a way to make amends later. Right now we might still have a job to do. We had to at least try.

      “It just doesn’t add up, that’s all. According to the data, that island is deserted. There aren’t any major supply depots, no bases, nada.” I swiped at the tablet to show a radar view. “There isn’t anyone even living there. No vehicles, no houses. An empty spit of land in one of the rougher parts of the South Pacific.”

      “A secret base? It wouldn’t shock me if the humans had constructed a few during this crisis.” I resisted the urge to look at the captain. His voice was flat and his words clipped. My distrust had clearly been noticed.

      “There really isn’t a reason to put one there. There’s no strategic value. The only reason I can think of is that they’re offloading something…instead of onboarding it. Fuck.” I smacked myself in the forehead.

      “What is it?”

      “I think I know what they’re doing with our people. We need to get down there.”

      The two aliens looked dubiously at me. I knew that Ka’thak would be loath to leave sight of the ship. Up here he couldn’t do anything but he could at least he could see what was happening. Down there, who knew what was waiting for us.

      “Please,” I implored. “I know you don’t want to leave the ship right now, but I swear to you, our people are not on that ship anymore. They’re taking them planetside. I don’t know if it’s Wright trying to be seen as more humanitarian or if it’s a massive ‘fuck you’ but I know the military mindset. They’ll want to ditch anything that isn’t mission-critical. That includes the living beings they knocked out.”

      The aliens’ eyes hardened. The comparison to ship’s cargo no doubt rankled with them. I know that it would piss me off. My ancestors were loaded onto ships like cattle and strapped to the deck in chains. Watching that being done to anybody else was just as repulsive to me. We gathered together and made a plan.
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      I stared blankly into the distance as the alien I had managed to free set about cutting the bonds of as many other aliens as possible before they woke up. Of course, there was no way for him to be that fast and I heard muted growls and screams as some of them came to, still bound. I felt like every ounce of energy had been taken out of me. It felt like my body was just dead weight; a lifeless system supporting an inactive mind. I checked my watch. It had been something like six hours since the invasion of the alien ship began. Six hours during which I hadn’t eaten, slept, or rested, even for a minute. The adrenaline of my capture had worn off and it was hard to even stand, never mind to formulate a plan to make it out of this alive.

      Finally, the protesting from my legs became too insistent and I used the trunk of the palm tree I was sitting against to push myself up. The feeling rushed back into my muscles and I winced. Groups of the aliens were up and awake by now but none came to speak to me. I had to think. As I walked along the island I noticed the aliens gathered in groups. They seemed to be coming together in family clusters. Children sat with adults, their heads buried in their caretakers’ torsos as they cried. Their sobs ripped at my soul. Some of the adults looked despondent, their stares mirroring my own. Others were angry, glaring at me over the shoulders of their young. I couldn’t blame them if they held me responsible. It was like that jackass back on the ship said. If I had done my job properly...but the truth was that I had done my job properly. I had dedicated myself to helping those in need, no matter the cost. I didn’t side with the aliens, I sided with my conscience. Fat lot of good that did me now.

      I was struck by the emptiness of the land we were stranded on. There wasn’t a single sign of humanity here. No houses, no structures, nothing. Deserted island indeed. Bizarre. The island was smaller than I thought as well. I had managed to circle the entire spit of land in less than an hour. When I returned to the group of aliens, everyone had woken up and I saw some aliens gathering twigs and leaves. Resources to keep us alive through the night? Better than giving up, I supposed. I approached the groups with caution, keeping my eyes down. I wanted to say that I understood how they felt, that I realized what a horrific death we were sentenced to but to do so would have been incredibly arrogant. I had no idea what these people had gone through. To have their civilization end like this...if they wanted to kill me for it, they certainly deserved to. Tears started rolling down my cheeks.

      One of the alien children hopped over to me and chirped. I wiped the tears from my face and lifted my gaze to theirs. It hopped once, then twice, and chirped again, tilting its head. It held its arms out and mimed a clap.

      “Fuck.” I laughed. “Seriously?”

      The child peeped and jumped in the air. A smile broke through my sadness and I clapped weakly. The child chirped happily and jumped in the air. It mimed a clap again and I took a deep breath. The clap echoed through the group, making a few of the adults jump. The children who had been crying looked up from their places I clapped again and they ran over, chirping.

      I sat down on a log and rather than clap again, a song that my mother used to sing whenever I was sick or upset sprang to mind. I took a deep breath and sang.

      I know of a place where the sun is like gold,

      and the cherries bloom forth in the snoooow

      and down underneath is the loveliest place

      where the four-leaf clovers grow.

      One leaf is for faith and one is for hope

      and one is for love you knoooow

      and God put another one in for luck

      if you search you will find where they grow.

      I looked up from the gaggle of alien children listening to me and saw that the adults had stopped speaking and were listening. I took another breath.

      But you must have faith, and you must have hope.

      You must love and be strong, and soooo

      If you work, and you wait, you will find the place

      where the four-leaf clovers grow.

      The kids had stopped jumping and were swaying back and forth in time to the song. When I had finished they opened their mouths and to my astonishment they started chirping little notes, following the melody. I felt a tug at my shirt and looked down to see an alien child staring up at me.

      “Miss...Alex?” When did this one learn English? I shook the surprise off. Far stranger things had happened. The child furrowed its brow, struggling to form the words.

      “Yes, sweet one?”

      “When we go...home?” The child spoke in broken English. I reached down and scooped the little one in my arms. Their parent chuffed but their partner put out a hand to hold them back. I leaned my head forward to butt it against the child’s and lifted their tiny hand in mine.

      “Soon, my little friend, soon.” I embraced the child and set them back down on the ground. They let out a peep and hopped back to their parents. I wasn’t sure if we would, or if home meant the ship or whatever afterlife these people believed in. I hated the idea of lying, but it was the kind thing to do. If I was going to make my peace, the least I could do was provide some comfort. I cautiously approached the child’s parents and they gestured me closer.

      “Thank you for singing to her,” the child’s mother said. I nodded.

      “May I sit?”

      “Of course.”

      “Please, tell me your story. If that’s all right.”

      The child’s father huffed. “Why, human? Why would you care about us?”

      The female glared at him and he was quiet.

      She began, “My parents were scientists. My mother chose to study life. She loved everything about biology and cared for every creature great and small. I remember that she used to bring me back...I’m not sure how to translate the word. They were small creatures very similar to your frogs. She used to bring me back ‘frogs’ whenever she came home from an expedition of study in the field. I used to keep them in a little tank and watch them for hours. She taught me that every being is sacred, no matter their form.”

      “A great lesson from a brilliant person, I’m sure,” I stated.

      “My parents were diplomats,” the male started. “My father was a skilled warrior that left our military in his older years to dedicate himself to negotiating peace. He was arguably singlehandedly responsible for diverting several wars.” He laughed. “At least, he claimed credit for it. In any case, he inspired me to follow in his path. I don’t think we met before this, Doctor, but I’ve spent our time on Earth working with your ambassadors to try and hammer a peace between our peoples.”

      A small gathering had formed as we talked. “We only ever wanted a new world for our children,” one alien added, sighing. I didn’t reply. It was not my place to come up with an answer, so I listened. “We worked so hard to escape the supernova. You don’t know what it was like, doctor. People died for this. They sacrificed their homes and so much more. We were faced with terrible choices, just as the humans have been. But unlike your people, we came together for the greater good.”

      “We would have helped you find another place for yourselves,” another remarked. “There are so many other civilizations out there, ones you can’t even have imagined. Outside of this savage little planet, people cooperate. There are still wars, and still sorrow, but we cooperate as a whole. Yours has committed crimes the likes of which I could not have imagined. The fact that you and your companion have tried to help us means little.”

      “I will never stop trying,” I urged. “We can never stop trying. It is the way of humanity, and the way of your people. As long as we live, we can never give up. Giving up is a fate worse than death.”

      “You have noble sentiments,” the alien stated, smiling gently. “But Doctor, I’m afraid that you are...how should I say...grasping at straws? The invading humans have gone, safely aboard their hijacked ship. We are on an island with no food, no water, and no shelter.”

      “I will come up with something.” I looked around, half expecting Jackson to step out from behind a tree and laugh at my melodrama. I was running out of speeches. I heard a rumble and looked up to see the grey belly of a shuttle descending toward us. The aliens cried out in alarm. A few started for the trees.

      “Stop!” I yelled. “We have to act. Brothers, sisters, we must attack! Here’s what I believe we should do.” I waved them into a tight group and explained my plan.
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      I told the aliens to lay out on the ground once more as if they were still unconscious. The troops would be in such a hurry that it was unlikely they’d notice the bindings missing until it was too late. I sent the children and some of their caretakers to hide. I had a few of the stronger males hide as well. We didn’t have weapons, so I needed soldiers who could attack quickly if we weren’t able to spring into action fast enough.

      We would have to bet on the soldiers having their hands too full with prisoners to be carrying many weapons. If they came lightly armed and armored, the aliens’ speed and claws would kill them quickly. Getting the non-combatants out of the line of fire was necessary. No matter how this turned out, we were going to take pretty heavy casualties. I watched as those I sent into hiding said their goodbyes to their loved ones, friends, and even perfect strangers. They acted as one. I envied that. The common bond that I had wished to see so badly in my species would never exist as it did with these people. It was a beautiful thing to behold.

      The plan was this: when the shuttle landed, I would play the angry damsel in distress. Easy enough, I was feeling pretty damn angry. I hoped that the soldiers would be lulled into a false sense of security by the single unarmed woman. My job was to be the bait. Once the soldiers were busy listening to my bitching, teeth and claws to the rescue. Or so I hoped. If things went south, the good news was that I wouldn’t be waiting around to suffocate.

      I found a rock and sat down, waiting for the shuttle to land. Once it had touched down a hatch opened and a squad of human soldiers climbed out the back. Heavily armed. Not good. A couple of them fanned out and set guard positions—had their commander warned them that some of the aliens would have woken up by now? Maybe they’re just looking for a little target practice, Jackson’s voice sounded in my head. That probably wasn’t far off the mark.

      I waited until the first batch of aliens was being wheeled from the shuttle.

      “Hey!” I shouted, waving my hands in the air. “Hey, over here!” The squad stopped what they were doing and swung their weapons toward me. I put my hands up. “Whoa, hold on! I’m not armed!” A couple of the soldiers lowered their guns, but not by much. Two kept them trained on me. “Easy fellas,” I said. “I’m just a girl, okay? Where do you think I’m gonna keep a gun in this outfit?” At that, a couple of the men slowly smiled and gave me the once over. I guess I didn’t look too roughed up if they were checking me out. “You’re going to get me a link to President Wright, and you’re going to do it as fast as you can, little men, because this is fucking bullshit!”

      The guys who had ogled me smiled more and one elbowed his buddy. “Check this out, boys! Lizard girl here thinks that she can tell us what to do!” he shouted to his comrades. I narrowed my eyes and stalked toward him. I jabbed a finger into his chest and his eyes widened.

      “You have no idea who I am, do you?” I hissed, bringing my face close to his.

      “Yeah, I know who you are,” he spat. “You're a fucking traitor and now you’re getting what you deserve. You’ll die a slow death with the rest of these disgusting creatures and rot in the sand before the sun’s rays fry your bones.”

      I grabbed the soldier by his vest and whipped my hand across his face. Behind me the rest of his squad shouted and I felt two sets of hands grab me by the arms and pull me backward. I fought them, scuffling my feet in the sand, trying to make it look like I was going to go after their man again. The ploy worked. A senior officer appeared behind the soldier who had been taunting me. Even better, she was a woman.

      “Ma’am, I’m going to ask you to kindly stop trying to beat the crap out of my soldier. If you won’t, I’m afraid that there won’t be too much I can do for you. Now,” she said, toying with the pistol strapped to her waist, “do you think we can have this conversation in a more civilized manner?”

      “You tell your men to shut the hell up, and sure, I can see that happening.”

      The officer motioned for her soldiers to back away and continue their work. She extended her hand to me but I didn’t take it.

      “Corporal Lansing,” she said.

      “Dr. Alexandra King,” I replied. “Head of the White House’s alien-human liaison program and personal advisor to President Wright. You going to get me a phone, Corporal, or are we going to sit here chatting about the weather all day?”

      The woman laughed and smiled a crooked grin. “I know perfectly well who you are, Doctor. I’m hoping that we can work something out. You’re here unarmed and while your,” she slid her eyes toward her soldier, “conversational skills may leave something to be desired, you have made no moves toward trying to harm me or my men. I’m happy to see if there’s a way for us to help each other.”

      “You do? That’s fantastic. Now!”

      The aliens leapt from their hiding places and slashed into the soldiers from behind. The corporal shoved me to the ground and swung around firing a hail of bullets into the aliens attacking. They fell to the ground, dead, but the soldiers were rushed by the second line of attacking aliens who had jumped up to take their places. I didn’t bother turning back to see how the aliens fared. I could hear the shuttle’s engines starting up above the din and sprinted toward the open door of the shuttle’s hatch, which was closing fast. I slid through the dirt and swiped a gun laying next to a dead human soldier before tripping into the back to the shuttle.

      I looked up and saw that the shuttle was empty except for two pilots sitting in the cockpit. They started and stood up. I didn’t think, I just pointed the gun and pulled the trigger. The pilot dropped to the floor, gasping like a fish as he drowned in his own blood. I saw movement out of the corner of my eye and turned, pressing the muzzle of the gun into the other pilot’s chest. “Shut the ship down,” I snarled. “Now.” He nodded emphatically and flew through the sequence to shut down the engines. I gestured with the gun. “Open the door and get the fuck out. Drop your weapons and your armor. Go!” The pilot hesitated for a moment and then ran. Straight into a group of very angry aliens. One kicked the pilot to the ground and used one of the handcuffs the soldiers brought with them to bind him. They hauled him to his feet and threw him in the back of the ship.

      I went to survey the aftermath of the battle. The soldiers lay on the ground, their guts laid open by alien claws. Sadly there were as many alien bodies as there were dead human soldiers. I directed a few aliens to start loading as many as we could into the shuttle. There were over a thousand aliens on the island. Successfully evacuating them would take a long time, but it was better than sitting here waiting to starve. One warrior tapped me on the shoulder and extended his hand.

      “Doctor, we don’t know each other, but I know your companion, Lt. Colonel Jackson,” he said. “I’m proud to say that I was one of the people sent to rescue you. My name is Tilka.”

      “Thank you, Tilka. I know that you went through hell to save me.”

      “I’d say that you’ve certainly made things even at this point,” he acknowledged. “That was a brave but stupid thing you did, you know that? I can see how you and the Lt. Colonel are friends.” He laughed.

      “Hah! That’s fair enough. Can you help me? We should dispose of the dead properly.” He agreed and we set about lifting the bodies, human and alien. I watched as Tilka disappeared behind a hill and brought out the last body—a small one that he carried in his arms. I bit my lip to keep from swearing. That wasn’t fair. That wasn’t fair at all. But what was done was done. We had to keep moving. Once we had them laid out in a line I used one of the human soldier’s utility shovels to dig graves. Tilka chipped in with his hands. We worked in silence and once all the graves were dug, we set about placing the soldiers at rest. I noticed that Tilka took care to shut the humans’ eyes as well as his own. I admired that. We folded the soldiers’ hands over their chests and used the spade to turn sand over the bodies. Tilka knelt and murmured something. A prayer for the dead. I didn’t feel like praying for these humans who had betrayed my deepest hopes, but I could pray for the alien lives lost. I wished that wherever they were, they were at rest.

      The time had come to reclaim the ship and save our people.
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      President Wright straightened his tie as the airlock doors opened and he strode into the passageway that led to the bridge. He had donned his dress uniform for the occasion. It had only needed a little bit of adjustment. His soldiers had done a decent enough job with their mission. The ship was cleaned up, free of alien scum, and ready to load human passengers onto it. He had to hand it to Captain Dalton, the man did fine work. His security detail still treated the place like an alien could pop out from behind every corner. After watching footage of those unholy creatures in action he couldn’t begrudge a little paranoia.

      There was some damage to the ship’s interior, but it wasn’t too severe. It might delay their departure by a day or two. Nothing to worry about. There were more aliens awake when his forces arrived, thanks to the soldier and the social worker. There was nothing he hated more than traitors. His time in the service had taught him that treason was the absolute worst sin a man could commit. To not only defect from your country but your species? Repulsive. He would love to see them captured and killed, but Captain Dalton reported that a cloaked ship was missing from the hangar. It didn’t matter, in the end. Any ship that was able to detach from the mothership had a limited supply of air and necessities. If the traitor wanted to starve out his last hours it was of no consequence to him. Besides, it wasn’t as if they could afford to waste the time and resources necessary to track it down. He commanded his troops to stay alert on both ships. Just in case Jackson got any ideas. They were coming down to the final minutes of this ordeal; it was imperative that they kept control over the situation until they were able to depart.

      He understood that the social worker had already been dropped off with her alien friends planetside. Oh, to be there when she realized her fate. Wright smiled to himself. Idealists always broke so hard. He was sure that she was having a panic attack right now.

      This was the ultimate victory for him. Not only had they secured one starship for his people, he would go down in history as the man who conquered the alien invaders to save as much of the human race as possible. He would leave this world a hero. He should have thanked Alicia—she set the stage for this. Too bad she couldn’t execute. Yes, killing the aliens didn’t sit well with him and he felt guilty about having lied to them. If given the choice he would prefer honesty. It was easier. As things stood, he had to choose between honesty and doubling humanity’s chances at survival, and he would pick survival every single time. Besides, it’s not as if he was standing in front of them, pulling the trigger. They could still figure out a way to survive somehow, he was sure. He imagined that the alien captain would understand his plight. They were both charged with the protection and preservation of their people. Sometimes that meant making the hard choices.

      “Sir!” A nameless army grunt ran up to the President. Wright waved his hand, telling the security detail to move aside. “Sir, it’s shuttle 19. We’ve lost contact with them. They’re not responding at all.”

      Wright swore under his breath. “Get me images. Now.”

      The grunt snapped to a salute and ran to get him a tablet. When he returned, the scene that greeted the President was one of death and destruction. He scrolled through the ship’s camera feeds and saw the group of soldiers he sent on that ship laying dead in the sand. Inside the shuttle, he found groups of very alive, very conscious aliens. They were gathered around someone. He switched to a cockpit feed and there she was. The social worker. She was speaking to the group, gesturing emphatically. He wished he could get audio feeds of what she was saying, but the images were limited to picture only. Suddenly one of the aliens pointed and she turned. They must have seen the camera. Alex mouthed two clear words before butting the grip of her pistol against the lens, breaking it.

      “Well, fuck. CAPTAIN!” Wright bellowed. Captain Dalton, looking haggard, jogged to meet his Commander-in-chief.

      “Yes sir!” Dalton straightened up despite the protests of his aching muscles. He knew that Wright was under stress and he didn’t want to be on the receiving end of the man’s bad temper, if it was possible.

      “What the fuck am I looking at,” Wright hissed, spinning the tablet in his hands. Dalton saw the picture of the dead soldiers and swore. “Indeed! Get down there. Three ships. You'll be on the lead one. Kill them all or don’t come back.” Wright ordered

      “But, sir, I—“ Dalton argued, but shut his mouth at a look from the President.

      An aide tapped the President on the shoulder. “Sir, I must caution you sending that many troops away from the ships at this time may be unwise. Sending that many men away will slow the influx of people and supply onboarding. Plus we are still unaware of where the alien captain and the Lt. Colonel are.”

      Wright shot the man a look. “I’m well aware of this, Mr. Thomas. We have more than a hundred troops aboard this ship already. More than enough to handle whatever rocks the species betrayer and his friends can manage to throw at us.”

      The aide hesitated. “...yes, sir.”

      Wright returned his attention to the soldier in front of him. “Dismissed, Captain. Get the hell out of my sight.” Dalton nodded and sprinted away to gather the necessary troops for his new assignment.

      If you want a job done right, do it yourself, the President thought. If Dalton continued to fail, he sure as hell would find a way to fix the problem. He heard that orbital cannons dealt a hell of a lot of damage...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          

      

    

    







            Alexandra

          

        

      

    

    
      Tilka had sharp eyes, I had to hand that to him. We were mid-way through formulating a plan of attack when he had noticed the glint of a camera lens behind me. I smashed it in with the butt of a pistol but I had no idea how much the person on the other end of the camera feed saw or heard. We had to move quickly. Wright wouldn’t let this transgression go unpunished.

      Two aliens who had come forward as pilots worked diligently to rip the human-sized seats in the cockpit out. Even with the number we had lost in the ambush, it was still a tight squeeze on the shuttle. We were cramming more bodies into it than it was meant to hold. If this plan was going to succeed, we’d need to make multiple trips. I flinched and ground my teeth together as the seating came free with a screech of metal. The alien pilots passed the chairs over their heads and they were carried over the group of aliens before being tossed out the back of the shuttle. The pilots situated themselves as comfortably as they could. Unfortunately, the tight quarters of the human-sized cockpit meant that they had to practically sit on their tails. I snickered and they glared, but a hint of a smile played on their lips too.

      The ship’s proximity alarm went off and I raised my head to the ceiling. “Dare I ask what that is?” I asked, eyes shut.

      “Doctor, there are multiple ships incoming from orbit. There appear to be three in total. All three of them bear American identification. With this passenger load, we may not be able to outmaneuver them or fight very well,” the pilot said. Her toe claw started to tap on the floor nervously.

      I lifted a fist and knocked it into the ship’s bulkhead. “Open the hatch, pilot.”

      “Ma’am?”

      “Please. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      She did so and the group looked around confused as the shuttle opened back up to reveal the island. The sun was setting rapidly and I admired the reflection off the ocean for a moment. In another lifetime, this could have been paradise. But, the mission must go on.

      “My friends!” I called over the confusion. I put two fingers in my mouth and whistled as loudly as I could. “My friends! Please listen to me!” Every one of the aliens stopped and turned my way, their gazes inquisitive. “We are faced with two options. Three shuttles are heading our way, armed to the teeth. They will be filled with soldiers whose only directive is to kill us. If we take off with this many people aboard, the chances of us being able to fight them or evade them are minimal. You can leave the ship right now, find a way to spend your final days in peace. It’s a slim chance versus no chance, but you do have the choice.”

      For the hundredth time I glanced at the alien children. I’d taken them aboard because I wanted to get some of them anyplace safer than this tiny spit of land, but now we were headed into a potentially hostile situation. They could die, and the thought was like a stab to my heart.

      A couple of the aliens looked at the door, then looked back at me. For a minute, there was dead silence in the ship and I resigned myself to the possibility that my meager escape plan might be snuffed out before it began. One by one, the aliens started to stamp their feet. The alien children chirped and jumped. The occasional cheer and call erupted from the assembled. One of the elders stepped forward and placed a hand on my shoulder.

      “We are with you, sister.” Butting his head into mine.

      “We are with you!” the crowd echoed. The stamping got louder and louder until the entire ship was ringing with the sound. I turned back to the alien pilots and grinned.

      “Let’s move, then. Get this ship up as quickly as possible.” The hatch door closed again and I felt the shuttle rumble as it accelerated into the air. The pilots aimed the ship toward orbit, setting their flight path opposite the enemy shuttles. I saw the light of the sun fading through the windows. The enemy was coming in from the East—heading West would throw us into the shade of sunset more quickly. An inadvertent tactical advantage, but a good one nonetheless. As we flew, the shuttle dipped perilously. As the pilots warned, we were too heavy. The enemy shuttles were gaining.

      The pilots spun the shuttle on a dime, making my stomach lurch and slamming alien bodies into the walls of the ship. I felt the whir of the ship’s guns going live and the ship shuddered with gunfire. I yelled for everyone to hunker down as best as they could and found a corner to wedge myself into. The ship weaved and bobbed and my muscles ached with the effort just to keep myself still. The pilots were doing their best to keep us in the air but it was like flying a bathtub filled with cement. The ship wasn’t built for serious combat. I busied myself with checking on the others as best I could. An alien child snuggled themselves up against me, their small body shaking. I stroked their neck and back, trying what little I could to calm them. As much as I would have liked to make it back up to the ship, I felt strangely at peace with the probability of dying among these people. After all, I had fulfilled my purpose. What a lucky thing to be able to say that before you die.

      All of a sudden the ship was knocked off course by the force of a nearby explosion. I scrambled up from my hiding place and joined the pilots in the cockpit, just in time to see the ship scream past the remains of an explosion. An enemy ship, or what was left of it. Pieces of the craft plummeted to the earth.

      “One of them just got blown out of the air, Doctor,” the pilot to my left said. “It wasn’t one of their ships, nor was it us. Whoever they are, we’re lucky they’re on our side!”

      The other two enemy ships peeled off their formation to try and escape the invisible opponent firing at them. They both looped around for a second pass at the attack and I heard the pilots counting down to when the ship would be in range of the guns. The pilots readied the ship’s cannons to fire but just before they locked on target, the enemy ship in front of us blew apart.

      “Holy shit!” Whoever was shooting these things down, they were my new best friend. “Who is it? Who’s got weapons out there to take these things down?”

      “I don’t know, Doctor,” the pilot responded, “I can’t find a single trace of them. Radar, sonar, not a thing. Not a single thing on visual either. Whoever they are, I’m damned grateful they’re here.”

      “Me too.” I thought for a second and smiled, my shoulders falling and I put my face to the sky. “I only know one person who would be this bold.”

      A crackle came over the radio.

      “Hello over there!” Jackson called. “Need an escort, my friends?”

      I grabbed the radio. “Just in time, where the hell have you been?”

      “You know, sittin’ pretty, playing cards. Would you hurry it up? We have a ship to get back to!”

      “You got it, partner. Maybe you’d like to make a pit stop for some more passengers first?”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Jackson took down the cloaking of the ship and we headed for the beach.
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      We landed the ship on the beach among a huge group of aliens. Alex had done a decent enough job of organizing them. The ones who met us were calm and collected. Even the children stood awaiting direction. Leave it to these people to once again throw themselves into whatever is needed for the greater good. If only humanity had managed to do that more than a handful of times during its reign over the Earth.

      Ka’thak leapt out of the ship to greet his people. I watched from the opened hatch as he ran to the embrace of his warriors. Together they discussed the situation. They had made good use of the time until Alex and her shuttle could return. They briefed Ka’thak with a headcount, how many were wounded, and how many were dead. Along with a group of adults, they had set up rudimentary shelters all over the beach and had gathered as many coconuts and edible plants as possible. Their claws made short work of the coconuts’ tough hide and I saw a few aliens happily chowing down on the meat inside.

      “I need warriors,” he announced. “We can give you some food and supplies to keep you sustained while you’re down here, but for now we need fighters.”

      My fellow soldiers and I set about stripping the cloaked ship of what food and water were kept aboard. I also took what survival equipment we had and distributed it among some of the adults. Whether or not it did any good, it would boost morale until we could get back. Alex stayed on her shuttle, flying a circular patrol around the island to ensure no more enemy ships appeared. When we had loaded as many warriors as we could fit into the ship, we took off with promises to return for the rest of the aliens as quickly as possible. Step one in the plan was easy. Step two, getting onto the ship, was going to be far more complicated.

      “Fear not, my friend,” Ka’thak said when I had relayed my fears to him. “I have been considering the possibility of a hostile takeover on the ship since we met. It’s something we should always have been prepared for. I’ve set a few precautions against the possibility. They’ll do their job. We’ll be able to get aboard easily enough. It’s once we land in the hangar that I’m concerned about what we’ll face.”

      “We’re outnumbered sir, by dozens to one at this point. What’s the plan?”

      “We’ve got some time to make one. We’ll come up with something.”

      I sure hope so, at least.

      We flew toward orbit and headed for the motherships, fully expecting to see them floating next to each other. They weren’t anymore. The scale of the ships was so huge that it took me a few minutes to figure out what was going on. The human mothership was turning slowly, swiveling its guns toward Alex’s shuttle. Ka’thak and I had re-engaged the cloaking before we left the Earth’s atmosphere and now her ship was the only target on the map. Damn.

      “Time to move!” Ka’thak shouted. My co-pilot and gunner accelerated the ship toward the human ship and fired a few well-placed shots. I grinned as they hit their targets, disabling several of the ship’s guns. The ship tried to return fire but they were shooting at a ghost. If we didn’t move quickly, they were going to remember to shoot at the ship that they could see.

      What a fantastic opportunity to get a little crazy with the ship’s steering. There were no guarantees we were going to make it and I would be damned if I didn’t put this thing through its paces before I left this life.

      I screamed around the human ship while my co-pilot told the ship’s computer to acquire all weapons targets. Once our guns were charged I pulled the ship through a nauseating maneuver in front of the mothership, letting loose fire at just the weapons systems. After all, humanity still needed the ship, and guns can be repaired. There was nothing to be gained from mindlessly killing the humans aboard, either. As good as it might feel right now, it would only give any humans left alive a reason to seek revenge.

      The plan of attack was complicated. We didn’t have any tactical advantage with just the one combat ship so we were flying by the seat of our pants on this one. We had to play it right—keep the timing regular enough to draw fire from the ship without giving away our position, creating a space for Alex to sneak past and make it to the alien ship.

      It felt good to pilot something again. The ship’s controls danced under my hands like reuniting with a long lost partner. I was born for this. The cloaked ship was almost as fun to fly as one of the fighters or lightships. Humanity didn’t have anything on par with one of these. It was almost fun—if we weren’t trying to avoid being vaporized in the middle of space.

      We kept at that strategy and signaled Alex to advance past the blockade. Her pilots slid as closely as they could to the larger ship, continuing to stay out of the firing range of their hull guns and their cameras. It worked, right until the ship accelerated to put some distance between them and they came into sight of the hijacked alien ship’s radar. I don’t know if it was the flash of their engines or just simple bad luck that attracted the attention of our attackers. The cannons on the alien ship swung toward the shuttle, spewing a line of fire at them. I maintained the cat and mouse with the human ship as best I could but I had to go after them. Even with some maneuvering, they wouldn’t last long out there.

      “Captain, if you’ve got anything up your sleeve, now might be a good time to use it!” I shouted back to Ka’thak. He came into the cockpit with us and smiled. A panel on the arm of his powered armor popped open and he tapped at a touchscreen within. All fire from the alien ship stopped abruptly. I could see Alex’s shuttle slow its speed.

      “Jackson, you see that, right?” Alex’s voice came over the radio.

      “Yeah, I do. It’s Ka’thak, Alex. He’s shut down the ship’s weapons.”

      “Among a few other things.” Ka’thak laughed. “It never hurts to have a backup plan, in case of things like mutiny, or invasion. What’s the human saying? ‘Fool me once, shame on me. Fool me twice...?”

      We rocketed toward the shuttle and took position behind it, fending off the remaining halfhearted shots by the human ship. They had to know we were out of range but I suppose the humans aboard felt the need to take a few potshots solely to extend an ideological middle finger toward us. I shot them the very same finger as the human ship fell out of view. Fuck you too, assholes! Both of our ships sped toward the alien ship, which opened its doors at Ka’thak’s remote command. We stayed tucked behind the shuttle to act as backup while the shuttle opened its doors.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

      

    

    







            President Wright

          

        

      

    

    
      President Wright felt a blood vessel pop out of his forehead. He gripped the rail of the command terminal inside the alien ship, white-knuckled. How fucking dare those filthy beasts kill his men and damage his ship? Now they’d boarded? He wanted them stopped. Now. This little stunt needed to be nipped in the bud. He cursed his weakness in letting the aliens live at all. None of this would be happening if he had just blasted them out an airlock. Hang appearing humanitarian, it was time to get it done.

      What an incredible clusterfuck. This should have been a simple plan without any incidents. The catch was that you could never count on humans—not really. The alien captain coming aboard wasn’t just a setback. The President’s plan was now crumbling around him and worse, he was standing on the ship that was being attacked! Being the commander-in-chief of the military had its perks but he wasn’t a soldier or a general. He was a politician. He had rested easily on the laurels of his father and his grandfather, both successful businessmen who had built their fortune long before he was born. He wasn’t cut out to be so close to the action. He hated to admit it, but he was starting to get scared.

      “Sir,” Captain Hughes saluted as he approached the President. He was the other company commander of the human troops in space and had replaced Dalton when Wright ordered him off in command of the shuttles. Wright was already beginning to regret the decision; Dalton had at least been competent. “I recommend that we deploy our remaining soldiers to key points on the ship until backup can arrive from the human ship. We need to be strategic with our resources at this point.”

      “With all due respect, I know where you can kindly put your suggestion, Captain. We are under immediate threat of losing this ship. Get your men to neutralize the threat. Now.” The last word was uttered with a snarl.

      Hughes left the bridge, furious. It wasn’t in his nature to question his superior officers. He had joined the military because he craved the order of it all. Now he was serving under a man who had barely stepped into his position before ordering the wholesale slaughter of an entire species. When he signed up he knew he might have to kill people, but this was above and beyond the call of reasonable duty. Still, it’s not as if he had a choice. He organized his men and sent them to the hangar to confront the aliens.
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      I had the pilots open the shuttle doors as soon as we touched down. The adult aliens gathered the children toward the front of the shuttle and organized themselves for the fight ahead. They knew this was the last chance, for all of us. It went without saying that the children would be kept in the shuttle until it was safe to come out, or until it was time to leave. One of the pilots volunteered to stay behind to evacuate the young ones if needed. I wished there had been time to replace the kids with additional warriors, but time was against us.

      I waffled about going out with the adults. Unlike the aliens, I didn’t have teeth and claws to defend myself with. I busied myself for the moment by keeping the children calm and occupied. If that was the only thing I could do, it was something.

      As soon as the hatch opened the unarmed adults were repelled by a blast of gunfire from Dalton’s soldiers. Several fell immediately. Dalton’s men had plenty of time to sprint to the hangar and entrench themselves in heavy cover. A few aliens rushed the firing line and they too were gunned down. Others dove for cover. There was relatively little, the hangar was kept clean in the landing areas for safety. The enemy had dozens of machines and pieces of equipment to hide behind and our people only had the struts of the shuttle’s landing gear or whatever else they could sprint to. Jackson’s shuttle hadn’t joined us in the hanger yet. He insisted on staying behind in the cloaked ship to act as backup. I initially wanted him in here with us, but considering how this was going down, I had to admit that he had the better idea, as usual. I wondered what the hell he was waiting for.

      I stayed behind with the children and the pilot shut the aft hatch most of the way. I heard the engines of the cloaked ship and smiled as I saw Jackson strafe the opening of the hangar with cannon blasts. He managed to hit some of the human soldiers but they were well entrenched. Taking them down was going to be harder than I liked.

      Still, it kept the humans shooting at something other than the aliens, who took advantage of the distraction to speed toward the soldiers and do what they did best. Once the aliens had closed the distance between them and the soldiers, the tide changed rapidly.

      Fueled by rage and with little left to lose, even the civilians fought hard. They ripped into the soldiers with abandon. Blood sprayed across the floor and I saw more than one enemy soldier lose a limb—or their head. The enemy was tired and spread thin. The aliens saw this and used the humans’ fear to their advantage. They took extra care to dispatch their enemies in the most gruesome ways they could imagine.

      Before all of this, I wouldn’t have considered leaving that shuttle. My job was to look out for me, myself, and I. Social work had brought me into the service of others. Even when I was pulling late nights in my office putting together discharge paperwork for patients I felt motivated. I could, so I should. They couldn’t, so it was my job to help them. Again I had the chance to do my part by putting my life on the line. I took a deep breath and made a decision.

      I told the pilot to keep the children safe. If things went to hell, they would take off and run to the nearest place they could find refuge. I stepped out of the ship and grabbed a rifle dropped by a human soldier on my way out. One of the human soldiers hiding not far from where I stood gawked at the woman emerging from the ship full of aliens. I lifted the rifle and shut his mouth permanently, quelling the urge to vomit as blood and brains painted the wall behind him.

      I guess you got over that quick, Alex. I thought. I sprinted behind some cover and backed into a corner behind a bulwark. The firing from Jackson’s ship stopped as he dropped the cloaking and flew the ship into the hangar. A few human soldiers stood to take pot-shots at Jackson but thought better of it and fled as soon as the landing gear deployed.

      The aliens that came out of Jackson’s ship were primed and ready to go. What had started with a few dozen aliens using their natural weaponry to take down soldiers turned into an image straight out of a nightmare. A dozen warriors streaked out of the ship and ran full tilt at the enemy. The cloaked ship wasn’t stocked well in the way of weapons or armor, so the warriors were at a disadvantage tactically but they had the element of being scary as hell. Ka’thak led the charge in his powered armor, mounted guns spitting shots at the human forces. Jackson joined them but stayed back, preferring to fire from the rear of his ship with a rifle. The fatigue the human soldiers had been grappling with quickly morphed into terror at the addition of the red-crested aliens and they started getting sloppy with their shooting. All of a sudden I heard movement in the passage outside the hangar. Ka’thak’s warriors heard it as well and finished off the last of their quarry as quickly and efficiently as possible. While the fighters were looking to the corridor I surveyed the hangar.

      A flash of motion caught my eye as a human soldier who had managed to weather the fight streaked toward the group of aliens. They were distracted by the commotion outside and didn’t turn. The man slowed his pace and lifted his rifle. I didn’t even think about it, just turned, tracked his trajectory, and fired. The shot hit him center mass but he kept running, a kamikaze soldier intent on destroying his enemy even when it meant losing his life. The noise had caught Jackson’s attention and he turned and met the man halfway to his target, smacking the muzzle of the rifle away and burying his combat knife deep in the man’s abdomen. The soldier stayed standing, gasping like a fish as he clutched his guts. Jackson reached up and knocked the helmet off his head. He then grabbed the man by his hair and slit his throat.
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      As we used to say in my infantry days, this was a fairly fucked situation. We had lost a good number of our people in the initial firefight. The human forces had enough advance warning of our arrival that they made it to the hangar and set themselves up with good cover. Now President Wright had decided to throw his remaining soldiers into the fray and we were trapped in a very large room with no shelter. We had been gone so long there was no telling how many forces he could have brought aboard. The long corridors that made up the passageways through the ship made it impossible for our warriors to get into close-quarters combat. They would be gunned down long before they reached the first soldier. We had Ka’thak’s powered armor and a few guns that our little group brought with us when we escaped the ship the first time. A few guns against soldiers who would come at us fully armed and very angry. Not the best odds by any stretch of the imagination.

      “Sir,” I turned to Ka’thak. “We’ve got to go around them, flank them, or something. There’s no way we can take on even a small human contingent this way. We’ll get blown to pieces and we’ve already lost too many to hold them. Please tell me there’s another way.” I hadn’t made it this far just to die at the finish line. We had to come up with something.

      Ka’thak looked thoughtful for a moment but he shook his head. “This is where our designs seem to have fallen short. The hangar was designed to have only one passage in and out, that way if there were an invasion or explosion it would be easier to contain the damage.” I couldn’t blame him. This wasn’t a situation that anyone would have thought of in advance.

      “Hah.” I laughed. “Fat lot of good that’s doing us now, huh?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I did not expect that we would ever have to attack our own ship.” I heard the frustration in his voice and wished there were any words of comfort I could offer.

      “There’s nothing at all? Not even an air duct?”

      Ka’thak looked dubiously at me. “No. The ducts are too small...” He trailed off and then looked at me with an idea in his eyes. “They’re too small for me, but they might not be too small for you, little brother.”

      “I guess. It’s certainly worth a shot. Better than sitting here waiting for them to come and send us to the next life.” I had one of the alien soldiers boost me up and I ripped the grate away from the airflow system, tossing it to the floor of the hangar. Next came the filtration system. It fell to the ground with a bang. The soldiers were getting closer now; I could hear their footsteps echoing down the passage. The soldier gave an extra push and I hopped into the air filtration system head first. I tried to shimmy further into the small pipe...and got stuck. I flexed my arms and felt the metal groan against the strain. Shimmying didn’t do a thing. It would have been hilarious were there not dozens of soldiers on the way to shoot us.

      “I’m too big!” I called back. I felt a tug on my feet as the soldier pulled on my boots and yanked me out. “What now?”

      “I can do it,” Alex said. “I’m skinnier than he is. I think I can make it through.”

      “Alex, it’s not worth it. You’d be putting yourself in too much danger.” She shot me a glare. I really should learn one of these days. “Or...you can hop in the air vent.” I heard Ka’thak laugh behind me.

      “She’s more scary than you are, Jackson. Perhaps I let the wrong human join our military forces!” He guffawed.

      Alex strode forward and poked me in the chest, ignoring Ka’thak. “Who coordinated an attack against a shuttle full of armed humans?”

      “You did,” I muttered meekly.

      “Who organized alien civilians to evacuate the island they were dumped on and made sure they had supplies and shelter?”

      “You did.” I was starting to feel like a student being lectured by his teacher. I didn’t deserve this. After all, it’s not my fault that I was just trying to protect her, even now.

      “So fuck right off with that risk bullshit, David Jackson.” A few of the warriors snickered from behind me. “Now, boost me up. Let’s go. Chop chop.” I looked at Ka’thak and he shrugged helplessly.

      “Best to do what the lady says, Jackson.”

      I rolled my eyes and accompanied her to the wall. I knit my hands together to form a step for her and pushed her up into the vent. She fit, even if her feet did stick out of the wall. “What do I need to do?” she called from inside the vent. Ka’thak handed me two small grenades.

      “Put your hands by your waist,” I said. An alien came to boost me up and I handed them to her. She clasped her fingers around them, fingers probing to figure out what I had just given her.

      “Grenades?” she stated, sounding alarmed.

      “We need a distraction. Something to get the soldiers’ attention away from the hangar so we can bolt out of here. They’re not explosives, they’re flash-bangs. They’ll stun anyone in range of them. If you can get to an air shaft exit close enough to the soldiers and toss them, it should disorient the humans long enough for us to get close enough. We’ll take care of the rest of it. When you set them off, shut your eyes as tightly as you can. Otherwise, it’s going to blind you.”

      “Got it,” she said. “Don’t look if I enjoy being able to see.”

      I passed her another object. “Here’s a radio. We’re going to have more casualties even with the flash-bangs so you’ll need to stay put. If things go to shit, make your way back here as best you can and get the hell out, okay?”

      “Okay.” Her voice had a quaver to it. This was a lot to ask of her, even now. I admired that she had the courage to step up.

      “Now, to set them off, they work like any other grenade. Pull the pin, release the lever, and throw.”

      “All right, let’s do it,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            30

          

          

      

    

    







            Alexandra

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is the worst fucking idea you’ve ever had, Alex,” I muttered to myself as I shimmied down the exhaust shaft. “This is so very fucking stupid, you’re going to get yourself killed. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      I was scared shitless, but it was my anger that kept me moving forward. Ka’thak had trusted us with alien technology and we had betrayed him. He lent us his people’s time, effort, and energy, and we betrayed him. They had trusted us by letting the proverbial Trojan Horse aboard, and we had stabbed them in the back. I hated everything about it. All the years I had spent in the service of others, for what? Even now, even as I struggled toward the exit from the air shaft that I knew could change the tide of this war I wanted to believe that humanity was good. I felt tears prick my eyes and I squeezed them shut to avoid rubbing them with my now dust-covered hands. The truth was that when you stripped us down to our baser instincts, we would turn against those who would help us faster than you could believe.

      “Alex, how are we doing in there?” Jackson’s call came over the radio.

      I gingerly set the flash-bangs in front of me and grabbed my radio. “We aren’t in here, jackass!” I laughed so he would know I was joking. “I’m doing okay, I just wish that Ka’thak would clean the place more than once a millennium,” I joked.

      A humorless laugh. “Try not to get murdered by any dust bunnies on your way, all right? If you can, we need you to hurry up. The reinforcements are here and we’re running out of ways to push them back.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I got it.” Fuck you. I was surprised at the anger I felt. There was no reason for me to feel anger toward him. He was the one fending off a group of well-armed soldiers while I trudged my way through a dark and dusty air shaft. A dusty air shaft that might be riddled with bullets at any moment. I reminded myself. How did I get myself into this again? I was a college professor for God's sake. I wasn’t an action hero, I wasn’t a soldier, and I wasn’t a politician. I was just trying to make it through the day with my sanity intact. And now there I was with the fate of an entire species resting on my shoulders because I was skinnier than the actual soldiers. What a joke. What a world.

      Well, I guess we’re doing this now, I said to myself. I had decided to do this. No one had held a gun to my head. After all, it was thanks to these people I was still alive. They had bled for me, killed for me, and died for me. I had to face the fact that the reason I kept ending up in these situations was because it was my very nature to try and make a difference. As well-intentioned as I had always been, this compulsion landed me in trouble over and over.

      But the truth was that I had made a difference. I killed Turuk after he murdered the prime minister of the aliens in cold blood. I stood and defied a mad CEO and his army of mercenaries. I watched a young woman, in the beginning of her presidential career bleed to death in my arms. I organized the aliens to attack and re-take a shuttle, providing a chance that their children could live, rather than perish on the surface of the Earth. My actions mattered. My life mattered. If I died here, that was good enough for me.

      I kept crawling until I reached the opening on the other side of the ventilation pipe. I peered through the slits of the grate and saw soldiers nearby. They were discussing how best to overrun Jackson and the remaining alien soldiers. Shots rang out at one point and I flinched. They obviously had a few men on lookout, ordered to shoot anything they saw that wasn’t human. I was really only going to get one shot at this. I took one of the flash-bangs from my pocket and went over Jackson’s instructions in my head. Pull the pin and toss. But first I had to get the grate of the air vent free. The grill was secured from the outside but I was pretty sure I could kick it free. That meant having to double back and turn myself around. Shit.

      I pushed myself backward, trying to ignore the thick coat of dust adhering itself to my clothes and hair until I found an intersection in the piping. I managed to do a sort of K-turn in the ventilation system and stick my feet in front of me. Moving back to the opening facing the wrong way was much slower going. At one point I gave up trying to move quietly and settled for quickly, pushing myself onto all fours. My height worked against me in the tight quarters and my back clanged against the top of the metal. I froze, waiting for the shouts of soldiers or the cracks of gunfire. I heard a few murmurs from ahead of me but the roar of the ventilation was too loud. I had to assume they didn’t know where I was or they would have ripped the grate off themselves and shot me by now. When no such disturbance came, I pushed myself into an awkward crab walk and inched my way back toward the grate.

      When I got there, the soldiers had moved. I could still hear their voices but they were no longer right in front of me. Good. That gave me time to figure this out. I dropped myself to the floor of the shaft as gently as I could and thought. The best way to get the most force out of a kick wasn’t going to be laying on my back. I had to turn over again. I rolled until I was on all fours again, earning a face full of dust for my trouble. I made sure to have the flash-bangs at the ready, drew my leg toward my chest, and kicked.

      A giant clang rang through the air shaft that made the metal vibrate underneath my hands. I heard the shouts of the soldiers outside and turned. The grate hadn’t even budged. Shit. Shit shit shit. Okay, maybe the first kick did something. Even if it hadn’t, I was out of time and out of options. The only thing to do was to try again. This time I put everything I had into the kick and felt my foot sail through the space where the grate had been. I had maybe a few seconds before the soldiers arrived. I spun, dropped with my back to the floor, pulled the pin, and tossed the grenade. Then I hugged my knees to my chest, covered my ears and shut my eyes. I dimly heard the flash-bang ricochet against the wall and roll away.

      The blast was deafening, even with my meager ear protection. I stayed where I was for a few seconds, not daring to open my eyes to risk losing what little vision I had in this tunnel. But the plan had worked. I smiled to myself and waited for Jackson’s signal that it was safe to come out.
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      I smiled. That woman was something.

      “Forward!” I called and the remaining force sprinted into the hall. Damn, this felt good. Ahead of us was all smoke and I could see the silhouettes of downed soldiers on the floor here and there. We didn’t stop for them, we just shot them as we ran and kept going. It was like shooting fish in a barrel. I normally would have felt bad for shooting a downed man but I reminded myself that if things were the other way around that they wouldn’t think twice about shooting me.

      As soon as we passed through the smoke we ran into a group of soldiers waiting for us. It was as if we ran straight into a wall of gunfire. The leading warriors fell, their weapons skittering across the floor as they did. Those of us behind the leaders flattened ourselves against the wall as much as possible. It was plain to see that we weren’t going to be able to make the rest of the run. Try and charge the group and we’d be mowed down. We didn’t have the numbers to sustain another round of heavy losses. I broke from the wall, dove behind the body of one of my fallen brothers, and kept my head down. Others broke from their cover to duck behind doorways and stanchions, laying down covering fire when they could. Maybe one in three made it successfully. We were losing.
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      I pulled my hands from my ears at the percussion of gunfire. I heard yells and screams and the thump of grenades launching accompanying the shots. If it was the aliens getting pinned down, I had to do something. They would be trapped in the hallway and slaughtered like pigs. I slid myself toward the vent’s opening and worked my way out gently. Once I was free I saw that the humans had advanced down the hallway. The aliens were pinned, firing off the occasional shot but every time they did one of their own was wounded or killed.

      My exit had not gone unnoticed and several soldiers had leveled their rifles at me. I pushed myself up slowly, taking care to keep my hands raised. I assumed the only reason I wasn’t lying dead on the floor was that the shock value of having a woman show up in an unexpected place still worked in my favor. One of the soldiers leaned into a man issuing directions to the company. He turned and motioned his soldiers to lower their weapons.

      “Keep an eye on the lizards, boys. Surely we don’t need all this for just one woman?” he said. “I’m the commanding officer here. Lt. Hasko.”

      “You need to listen to me. Do you have any idea who I am, Mr. Hasko?” He and the soldiers who hadn’t bothered keeping an eye on the aliens shook their heads. “I’m going to need you to do me a favor. My CAC card is in my left-hand pocket.” He stared at me blankly. The expression took me back to teaching. He was only a year or two older than my students. Even with his position as a commander, it was obvious that he was as scared as I was. “Reach into my pocket and take my card out. It will tell you who I am and tell you why you need to listen to me.”

      He did and looked surprised. I knew what he’d be reading. Ambassadorial position. High clearance. That’s right, buddy, I’m the real deal. He blinked and handed the card back to me.

      “Yes ma’am. What are you doing here?” He eyed me up and down, taking in the thick coating of dust that covered me from head to toe. “...and what can we do for you?”

      “Can you men take care of themselves for a few minutes? Please. For your safety and the safety of your men, I beg you to cease fire. I have contact with these aliens, I can get them to hold their positions.”

      “You can?”

      “Let me to the front of your line and I’ll prove it to you.” Hasko quirked an eyebrow but motioned me forward. I raised my hands again and advanced past the humans. “Ka’thak, are you there? It’s Alex.”

      “Alex?” Ka’thak called. “Are you alone?”

      “Yeah. Our friend Lt. Hasko has promised that I can come say a quick hello. Could you lend me one of your people?” Ka’thak motioned a soldier forward. I reached out and took him by the hand. I whispered instructions near his ear. He looked at me quizzically but followed my instructions, putting an arm around my throat and pressing his claws into the skin near my neck. “See this, Lt. Hasko?” I called down the corridor. A flashlight shone in my face and the two of us winced. “Enough proof that the aliens know me and will do what I say?”

      “Fair enough!” he called back. I gently pried the warrior’s hand from my neck and patted him gently on the shoulder in thanks.

      Before I left, I addressed Ka’thak one more time. “Ka’thak, can you guarantee these humans a ceasefire while their commanding officer and I have a conversation?”

      “I’ll play nice if they do” he declared. “If they start shooting, no guarantees.”

      “See, Lieutenant? If I wasn’t who I said I was, don’t you think this huge alien would kill me where I stood?”

      The human soldiers stood with their mouths agape. I put my hand on the Lieutenant’s shoulder and led him to the back of the group. “Men, rifles down. No one fires without my command until the woman leaves,” he ordered.

      “Lieutenant, I need to bring a few things to light that you’re not going to want to believe. I only ask that you hear me out and that you consider where the information is coming from,” I said. He nodded. “The President is guilty of war crimes. He has committed treason against the United States. He has broken a treaty sanctioned by his predecessor and attempted to commit genocide. These are crimes of a very serious nature.”

      “We’re just following orders, ma’am.”

      “That’s what they said at the Nuremberg trials, Mr. Hasko.” Hasko stared at me, confused. “Ah, you’re a little young to know that. The Nuremberg trials took place after the end of World War II when former Nazi officers were taken in to answer for their crimes. Most of them were just following orders. They were convicted anyway. The law still stands today. Soldiers are guilty of committing criminal actions if the orders they receive are illegal or criminal in nature.”

      I could have sworn that the young man started to tremble a little bit. “I—I’ll need to get confirmation of this from my superior officers before—“

      “With all due respect, Lieutenant, there isn’t time. You’ll need to make a decision yourself. You have the chance to right a great wrong here, or you can follow your orders and kill the remaining members of a species who is responsible for you continuing to draw breath. I swear to you, if you stand your men down, you will be given safe passage.”

      The Lieutenant hesitated a moment, then told his men to keep their weapons lowered. “If the President is indeed a war criminal—and I’m not agreeing with you, ma’am, but such serious claims were worth a temporary ceasefire—who’s in charge? Who am I supposed to be taking orders from? There was never a new Vice President installed.”
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      I wasn’t sure how to answer that question. I wasn’t a military officer and this guy wasn’t exactly likely to trust Jackson.

      “Is there any chance you can stand down your men, sir?” I knew as the words left my mouth that he wasn’t going to go for it. Too young and too indoctrinated. He might agree with me but lacked the experience to break out of the rigid doctrine he was trained with. I felt the pressure of the other flash-bang in my pocket and slid my hands into my pockets as if thinking.

      “I’m very sorry miss, but no. I can’t do that. I agree with you that we should cease fire and save lives on both sides, and I know how much the aliens have been helping humanity. I certainly don’t want to kill them, especially given the information you’ve given me, but I don’t want to die trying to stop them either. Even so, I can’t let them pass without a direct order from someone above me.”

      I wanted to smack myself in the forehead. My mistake. I forgot for a moment that military men weren’t picked for their brains. I toyed with the idea of calling down to Earth to see if I could get a single sympathetic superior officer on the line. Even if I did, Wright’s word trumped anyone standing on the ground. Until he was out of the game, we were sunk. I wasn’t even entirely sure that the President was breaking any actual laws. After all, the Geneva Convention was written by and for humans. Aliens weren’t humans, and I couldn’t be sure about what the courts or Congress would rule about it. They might even side with the President, and what would we be left with then? Shit, it wasn’t like we even had time for that. We had to get out of here.

      The group of soldiers was almost clustered around us now, the enemy down the hall all but forgotten as they strained to listen to the conversation. A couple kept their eyes on the aliens but as it had become clear that they weren’t going to charge down the hall, the men only half paid attention. I watched the body language of the soldiers out of the corner of my eye. They all seemed relieved to have a respite from a firefight. They all seemed to forget that I wasn’t from their side of the conflict too. That wasn’t their best idea.

      I pulled my hands from my pockets, flash-bang concealed in one of them, and put my hands behind my back. I looked the Lieutenant in the eyes and shrugged.

      “I’d say I understand, but I don’t. You’re participating in the slaughter of innocent beings, none of whom have done a single thing to you. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” Hasko quirked an eyebrow.

      “Yeah.” I ripped the pin from the flash-bang and threw it on the ground, pushing the Lieutenant aside as I ran and hit the ground.

      The second blast was deafening.
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      When I heard the second explosion I knew that things weren’t going as planned. Ka’thak and I looked at each other and didn’t hesitate. He barked a command to his soldiers and the group charged forward. As we ran, I noticed that there wasn’t any return fire. The flash-bang had done its job. The smoke was so thick I coughed, hacking and spitting as I searched for anyone who moved.

      “Knock them out!” Ka’thak called. Several soldiers dropped their weapons and were promptly knocked out by alien guns or fists. The few who even bothered to raise their rifles found themselves unconscious just like their colleagues. I admired that even now when fighting the people who betrayed them the aliens remained as non-lethal as possible. It brought me a lot of pride. I waved my hands to push the smoke aside and nearly tripped over a figure sitting on the floor. It was a man, crouched or sitting. I didn’t see a weapon but I still approached him with caution. It wouldn’t do to be shot by surprise now.

      “Hey, David.” Alex stood next to a Lieutenant. The man sat the floor of the passage, his hands interlaced behind his head. Alex held his rifle to his head, with her hand on her hip. She smiled.

      “Hey yourself!” I replied, shaking my head in wonder.

      She laughed. “Everything all right?”

      

      “Yeah, of course, you know how it goes.” I unfastened a set of zip ties from my belt and handed them to her. She deftly fastened them around the Lieutenant’s wrists. I quirked an eyebrow at her and chuckled.

      “Know how to use those, do you?”

      She rolled her eyes at me and shoved the man to the ground. She kept her foot on the small of his back but he didn’t show any signs of struggle. Smart man. I had to hand it to her, Alex could be damn scary when she wanted to be. A couple of alien soldiers joined her. One of the soldiers brushed Alex’s foot aside to plant her foot on the Lieutenant’s back. The other leaned down and opened his jaws in front of the man, hissing and letting saliva drip from his mouth. He trembled and yelped as she dug her claws through the back of his uniform. She handed the rifle back to Alex and pressed her weapon against the back of his head.

      I turned to Ka’thak. “What now?”

      “There’s only one place we need to retake,” he said. I sighed. I knew the answer, but I wasn’t happy about it.

      “The bridge.”

      “Yes.”

      “Any ideas on how to make that happen?” I asked. We were outnumbered and exhausted. Win or lose, this was going to be our last battle. I’d prefer to make the best effort possible.

      “No, not in particular. We’ll just have to figure it out on our way,” he said.

      Alex walked over to us with the soldier’s rifle hefted over her shoulder. “It’s going to be a shit show, boys. Let's get moving.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            35

          

          

      

    

    







            Jackson

          

        

      

    

    
      We made our way to the bridge, jogging in lockstep. Happily, we didn’t encounter any resistance along the way. The President had either recalled his forces to his position or the men had abandoned their posts. Either way, it was nice to not get shot at for a few minutes. I almost felt like I could relax, except I knew exactly what we were running toward. We were down to just a few soldiers now. Less than half the number we had when we landed. If we ran into another large scale shootout, I wasn’t sure how we would have enough to take the ship. As we rounded the last turn that would take us to the command center, I swore. A group of soldiers was waiting for us, their rifles already raised and ready to fire.

      I’m not ashamed to say that we turned tail and bolted. We had cover at our disposal and it would have been stupid to try sticking it out. The soldiers in front of the bridge didn’t try to follow us, but I kept two soldiers as lookouts in case any of the humans got bright ideas.

      “Captain, there’s got to be some way we can get through these men. If we stand here for much longer they’re going to get reinforcements to join them and then we will be in serious shit. Do we have anything other than beam weapons?” Each soldier patted themselves down and shook their heads. “Fuck.”

      “I have my armor,” Ka’thak said. “It’s built to withstand tougher things than bullets.”

      Alex who had been fiddling with her rifle, stopped and stared.

      “Look,” Ka’thak said, pointing to the bullet grazes that dotted his armor, “You can see where it’s deflected the shots already. If I rush in and draw their fire, it’ll give the rest of you a chance to get close enough and overrun them.”

      “Fuck no!” I swore, then added. “Sir.”

      “I have to agree with Jackson, Ka’thak,” Alex responded quietly. “These men are desperate. They’re standing in front of what they think is their last hope for survival. They won’t just fight, they’ll fight hard. Plus these guys look like the President’s elite. They’ll be armed with the big guns. Armor-piercing ammunition. Things that can and will break through your suit and will kill you.”

      He turned to us. “Do you have a better idea? I obviously don’t want to die here. I’ve only just begun a life leading my people and I’m not ready to let that go. As it stands, It’s not as if I have a lot of choices. If someone has to perish today, it should be me.”

      I didn’t have any better ideas. I didn’t have to ask her to know that Alex didn’t either. We had to retake the ship, or else everything we had done so far was for naught. I couldn’t accept that, and I knew that Ka’thak couldn’t either. It was better to die trying. If this was the decision he wanted to make, I would follow.

      “Should I not return, you must make me a promise,” he urged. “You must do everything you can to ensure my people survive. David, I leave the command of my soldiers in your hands. They will follow you if I die. Alexandra...”

      She pulled his head to hers and pressed her forehead against the glass of his helmet. He smiled underneath the glass. “Those are sentiments enough.”

      I shook Ka’thak’s hand. “It’s been an honor, sir.”

      “That it has, Lt. Colonel David Jackson.” Ka’thak tapped the panel on the wrist of his suit and deployed two arm-mounted guns. He told the rest of the soldiers to keep behind him. Alex took up the rear after I showed her how to use the rifle properly. Ka’thak went to each of his soldiers in turn and said his goodbyes.

      “It’s time. Give me until the count of ten, then follow.”

      He stepped around the corner and I heard the cocking of a dozen assault rifles. Ka’thak didn’t wait. He ran down the hall with a deafening roar, guns blazing. The soldiers returned fire, bullets ricocheting off Ka’thak’s armor. I counted off to ten and motioned the soldiers to follow but staying back several steps. Bullets tore into Ka’thak’s armor, and I saw fluid spill as the hydraulics in his suit failed. The soldiers were too busy firing at Ka’thak to concentrate their fire on the rest of us. He struggled forward, still shooting. At this point the guns mounted on his armor were malfunctioning and the shots were chaotic, but they worked as covering fire. I could hear his breathing, erratic and ragged through his helmet.

      Our group rushed forward, their shots aiming for human heads. I gestured for Alex to get behind me. She set her rifle against her shoulder and let off short bursts, a grin splitting her face. “I can see why you like these!” I didn’t answer her. I was too busy trying to figure out our next move. We had to close the gap.

      I watched, horrified, as Ka’thak collapsed just short of the enemy position. By then the humans had noticed us and didn’t bother to keep shooting at Ka’thak. His distraction had worked, though. The alien soldiers ripped into the human infantry, slicing through body armor and flesh. They watched their leader fall because of these humans. Their fighting was fueled by rage, grief, and desperation. They fought with everything they had. This time there was no thought of mercy.
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      “Ka’thak!” I screamed and ran to the alien captain’s prone form. I could smell his blood over the stink of gunpowder and when I reached him I saw the holes where bullets had torn through his armor. His eyes were closed but there was fog visible on the glass of his helmet. Alive, then, but in bad shape. Blue blood seeped out of the holes in his suit.

      “Help!” I yelled. “We need a medic here! Come on Ka’thak, stay with me.” I felt along the powered armor for a crack, anything where I could get the suit open. Two warriors abandoned the group ahead and returned to lift their commander.

      “We’ll get him to the medical bay. There are machines there that can save him, if we hurry.”

      That had to be good enough for now. I stood and wiped the blood from my hands. The serpent of rage that had whipped through me so many times before reared its head. This time I didn’t try to stop it. He didn’t deserve this. No one deserved this. After everything, I wasn’t going to let things end this way. I let the anger grow, allowing it to fuel my body and mind. An image of the alien children flashed through my mind. Betrayed by a primitive species they should have never even known existed.

      The soldiers needed leadership now. Even Jackson looked at me expectantly. Some small and distant voice chattered that this wasn’t a job for me, that I was too small, too stupid to do this but I silenced it. We were going to take the ship and win our survival. There was no alternative.

      “Warriors! My friends, you have fought bravely today. You have gone above and beyond the call of duty.” A couple of the warriors smiled crooked grins. One of them clutched his shoulder where a bullet had grazed him. “Through that door, my brothers and sisters, lies our survival. Through that door lies our victory. Through that door, lies your future. Let’s go take it.”

      “Huah!” The warriors shouted, stamping their feet on the floor. I shouted with them, my fist raised. We kept up the stamping and advanced on the door to the bridge. We made as much noise as possible, our shouts echoing off the walls of the passage. A glorious end, indeed.

      I knew that Wright wouldn’t go down easily. We had almost certainly taken out most of his remaining force but who knew what wanted for us behind that door. We had to execute an attack perfectly, otherwise we were doomed to failure.

      Three of Wright’s men barreled around the opposite turn in the corridor. We made short work of them, killing them with three easy blasts from beam weapons. We marched onward and I found myself leading the group. Every inch we got closer to that door I felt the fear of death melting away from me. This must have been what Jackson meant when he talked about the joy of battle. I found myself bearing my teeth and roared and hissed with my alien comrades. If we died here, it wouldn’t be without a fight.

      We found the bridge door completely sealed. I stepped back and motioned three soldiers forward who shot the control panel off. They unloaded their weapons into the metal, heat pouring off of it so hot that it made sweat break out on my forehead. I felt someone staring at me and turned to see Jackson looking at me in awe. I raised my eyebrows and flashed him a full-faced grin. He grinned back and returned to looking after his men. Once they had made openings big enough for their limbs they stuck their knives into the molten slag as a team and pushed them down. A kick opened a panel big enough for the alien troops to duck under and it was over from there.

      There was a brief firefight. It turns out that President Wright had recalled not soldiers, but Secret Service agents. That was stupid. Alien warriors were on them in a fraction of a second and sent their service pistols flying before ripping into their vulnerable bodies. I walked forward to Wright with my rifle aimed at him, head cocked, and eyes blazing. Thinking back on it now I must have looked like a berserker, immune to all but my mission. Take out the target. Jackson briefly tried to intercept me but I waved him off with a snarl.

      I was done letting others make decisions for me, and I was sure as hell done with letting anyone else take those I cared for away from me. Wright held up his hands in surrender and I dimly heard him say something, but my blood rushed too loudly in my ears to make out his words. I saw the figures of my brothers and sisters close in around me and I held up a hand to restrain them. We had backed him into a corner. I strode forward and pressed the end of my rifle to his chest. His eyes got wide and he raised his hands even higher. I took a deep breath, and then another.

      “On your knees.” The voice that came forth from me was almost unrecognizable to my own ears. It was a snarl, a growl worthy of any alien warrior. I liked it. Jackson appeared at my side after he and another soldier had cleared the room. He saw Wright and stopped cold.

      “You piece of shit,” I spat. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” The President’s hands were shaking now and he looked up at me with a hard stare. The proud wolf dying the warrior’s death. “You murdered children, Max. Women and children. You betrayed an entire race and you sentenced them to a death more horrible than you can imagine.”

      Jackson opened his mouth to say something and to my surprise, one of the alien warriors held up their hand to silence him. This one was mine.

      “P-please,” Wright sputtered, “I had the best intentions. I was trying to save humanity! I was trying to save us all.”

      “Tell that to the millions you left on Earth,” Jackson interjected. “Tell that to the aliens who you condemned, their only sin being of a different race.” Wright flinched a little at that, realizing that Jackson was now one of that race.

      “And what about me, President Wright?” I demanded. “What about the vital person for your alien relations? The sacrifices I had to make? The people I had to sentence to death? My reward was really going to be roasting to death on the Earth’s surface, unable to breathe, unable to scream?”

      His face darkened at that. Clearly, I didn’t count on the same level as ‘women and children’. “You put my plan in danger. It’s not personal, my dear, just business.” I flipped the rifle in my hands and rammed the butt of it across his face, splitting his lip. I smiled as he wiped his mouth and spat blood to the floor. Behind me, Jackson laughed. Wright glared at him and he shrugged.

      “You’re a fucking moron, but we already knew that,” he said.

      “I am not your dear,” I stated and stepped back, letting the alien soldiers close in. They took care to let their prey know his death was coming, hissing and licking their lips. Just before they sprang for the kill, I held my hand up. “With respect, my friends, I have better plans in mind for this piece of shit.”

      Wright laughed. “What, are you going to take me into custody? Put me on trial? Good luck with that. You’ll never find a human willing to punish me. I saved their lives!”

      “Not so much.” I motioned the soldiers forward and they hauled the President to his feet, restraining his arms. “I’m going to do nothing more than what you promised me. When we are finished here, we are going to take you down to that little island you left me on and there you will remain, along with any and all who sympathize with you. Soon the radiation from the supernova will start to change the Earth’s atmosphere.” I stepped closer to him, my face scant inches from his. “You will lay on that beach as the air slowly turns to nitrous oxide. You will gasp for air as your body slowly fries from the sun’s radiation. You will leave this world in excruciating pain. A fitting end for a sadistic murderer.”

      “You can’t do that,” Wright protested. “I’m the President of the United States! The people on my ship, they won’t allow it.”

      I motioned for the soldiers to take him away. “There is no more United States, Mr. Wright. From here on, humanity will lead itself. Thankfully without men like you to deceive them.”
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      After we disposed of President Wright, I left the command of the ship to the aliens who would pilot us away from the Earth. I spent my time instead sitting next to Ka’thak’s sickbed. My right leg shook and my foot bounced on the floor in a nervous rhythm. The tapping roughly kept time with Ka’thak’s heartbeat. The medics had tried to get me to leave more than once. He lay on his side, his eyes shut as a scanner moved up and down his body. The shots from the human soldiers had done a lot of damage. After he was carried back to the infirmary he was worked on by the aliens’ automated surgeons for almost twelve hours. The bullets pierced several major organ systems and Ka’thak had sustained damage to his skull and legs. An almost fatal injury for an alien warrior. Without full use of his legs, Ka’thak would never be able to fight properly again. It was a death sentence.

      My leg was starting to get sore from all the activity but I ignored the pain. The motion was comforting in its own way. When I couldn’t ignore the cramps anymore, I switched legs. I put my hands over my eyes and prayed. I tried to come up with something eloquent but the words didn’t come.

      Please gods, let him live.

      I said the prayer over and over until the words rang in my ears. I was jerked out of my trance by the sound of a cough and I jumped away from the bed in surprise. Ka’thak coughed again and opened his eyes. “Wha—what happened?” he rasped.

      I ran and poured a glass of ice water from a pitcher the medics had kept nearby the entire time I had been there. I handed Ka’thak the cup, nearly tripping and spilling it in my haste. The captain took the cup from me and drank deeply. He sputtered and coughed water back up. I grabbed a towel from a nearby rack and handed it to him. After he had cleaned himself up he swallowed hard and spoke again.

      “How did I get here?”

      “You were shot up pretty badly,” I informed him. “We sent two soldiers to haul you back here while we retook the bridge. The surgeon spent something like half a day on you from what I understand.”

      Ka’thak swallowed again and motioned for more water, which I poured for him. “We retook the ship? Where are my men? How is Alex?”

      “She didn’t get another gun held to her head, if that’s what you’re worried about. Your men are readying the ship to enter a slip-space bubble. While you were out the remaining human forces surrendered under the promise that they would be allowed to accompany the passengers on the ship. Doctor King made sure to eject any and all soldiers who sympathized with the former President. Who is at this moment contemplating his life decisions on the same island he intended to leave us on.”

      Ka’thak smiled at that.

      “Furthermore,” I paused to stifle a laugh. “The humans have elected Alexandra to be their Governor! Until they are able to hold a proper election, of course. As she’ll tell you when you speak to her.”

      “Hah!” Ka’thak laughed. “No good deed goes unpunished, it would seem. But I sense that you have something else to discuss with me, my friend.”

      I shifted nervously in my chair. “I don’t want to overburden you, sir, especially not while you’re still wounded.”

      Our conversation was interrupted by an alien medic who had noticed the captain’s awakening. I stood and moved respectfully out of the way while she tended to Ka’thak, checking his wounds and vital signs. The medic left for a moment and returned with fresh bandages and medication for the captain. When she finished, she nodded her goodbye to the both of us and drew a curtain around his bed. It wouldn’t provide much in terms of privacy for speaking, but it would at least signal to anyone around to give us space.

      “You were saying, David?” Ka’thak looked at me expectantly.

      “Sir, I dare not let the words leave my mouth. They are too shameful.”

      Ka’thak rested his hand on my arm. “It’s all right, David. Whatever it is that you have to say, it will certainly be better to say it rather than leave the words sitting heavy in your heart.”

      I couldn’t exactly argue with that. If I was going to continue living amongst these people, I had to get this off my chest. “Sir, with respect, you have been more than hospitable to me during my time here. I am truly honored to take my place among your warriors. But...”

      “But you have concerns,” he said softly.

      “I don’t feel like I’ve been fully accepted here, sir. It’s not that anyone has been rude to me, but I can’t help but think that I’m still...just a human.”

      “I can see that,” Ka’thak said. “You made that much clear to me in the cloaked ship.”

      “I apologize for that. I should not have acted in the way I did.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” He growled. “Please, continue.”

      “I’ve risked my life for both our peoples more than once. I am grateful for your gift of the knives, and the uniform. For all of that, I still worry that I will never be seen as anything more than the enemy.”

      Ka’thak sighed. “I don’t know what to tell you, David. I have worked tirelessly to make sure that you have been welcomed into our fold. You haven’t heard a single soldier or civilian say a single word against you, have you?”

      “No, sir.” I should have just kept my mouth shut. The truth was that I was probably totally full of shit. Bringing this up at all was a slap in the face to every gesture of goodwill Ka’thak had extended to me. Still, I longed to better assimilate myself with them. “Your Gods,” I said. “Some of your warriors have told me about them. I want to pledge myself to them. That’s the only way I can think of to fully join your people.”

      “That’s not—“ he started.

      “I know it’s not necessary. But please, it would be very important to me.”

      “Very well.” Ka’thak’s eyes started to flutter. The conversation had taken much of his energy and his wounds were still too severe. “Give me an hour and I’ll tell the priests to prepare the ceremony.”

      I nodded and kept my gaze on the floor. “Thank you, sir. I’ll wait in my quarters for your summons.”

      A few hours later I heard a knock at my door. I had stripped off the stinking uniform I wore in battle and bathed before changing into the only outfit I thought fit for the occasion—the robe that I had been given so many moons before. I opened the door to find two aliens in ceremonial clothes. Gold bracers glinted from their wrists and ankles and they both wore feathered bands around their heads. The elder of the two clutched a stone staff in her hands. They beckoned me silently.

      “Let’s go,” I said. The priests nodded and we walked down the corridor in silence. They led me to a small room that was elaborately decorated. The walls were clad in bright green moss and large stones were set in a design that formed a rough altar. It must have been a snapshot of their planet, brought along so everyone who entered this room could find spiritual peace. At the foot of the altar stood Ka'thak, dressed in a robe of his own. He was leaning heavily on a long black staff. If he was still in pain from his wounds, he was trying to hide it.

      “Come in David.” Ka’thak gestured toward the altar. “Are you sure you want do to this?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s not necessary, you know. You are one of us. I have commanded it, and thus it is so. Perhaps you will come to feel more a part of our society in time.”

      “You’re probably right, but I’d like to do this. For me.”

      “Very well,” he conceded. “Let me stand aside, then, so that these fine priests can do their job.”

      “Do I kneel...or?” I got my answer from Ka’thak as he walked past me thanks to a gentle shove of his hand on my shoulder. The stone of the altar was cold against my knees. I bowed my head and waited as the priests stepped in front of me. One dipped their claws into a container full of red paint and scraped them down my forehead, over my nose, and over my mouth. The marks left a trail of crimson that made my face look like it had been slashed open. The priest opposite her spoke in their native tongue. I had picked up enough of the language to get the gist of what they were saying. Invoking the elements and their gods. I stayed kneeling, not knowing exactly what I was supposed to do.

      One of the priests splashed my head with some kind of sweet-smelling oil. The sensation brought me back to my baptism as a Catholic, all those years ago. The priest had done the whole thing in Latin. It made as much sense to me then as this did now, but I knew how important it was to treat the whole thing as solemn. The priest tipped a claw under my chin and tilted my gaze up. He said something in his language.

      “He says you need to repeat his words,” Ka’thak said from his seat behind me.

      “Sure, but I’m sorry for anything I mispronounce.”

      The priest laughed. “Just do your best, little brother.” He spoke some kind of prayer, line by line. I did my best to imitate him, but I caught Ka’thak and the other priest’s snickering as I butchered what I was saying. When the priest was finished speaking he told me to rise. Ka’thak thumped over to me, leaning on his staff. He pulled my right hand out and dropped something small and heavy into my hand.

      When I opened it I saw that he had dropped a metal pendant stamped with the shape of some kind of gigantic animal on it. “They’re called...” Ka’thak paused while he struggled with the translation. “They’re called wolf bears. We used to have them on our planet before everything happened. It’s traditional for warriors in training to kill one before they’re initiated into our forces. Since you can’t do that, consider this a free pass. It signifies that you are one of our people. One of our tribe. And nothing can ever sever that bond.”

      I smiled and clasped the pendant around my neck.

      “Thank you, my brother.” I embraced him. I turned to the priests and bowed my head to each of them. “And thank you, honored priests.”

      “Don’t sweat it, kid.” The elder of the two laughed. “Glad you’re with us. But you seriously need to work on your speaking skills.”

      “That’s fair enough.” Now I was dedicated, mind, body, and soul. Nothing could make me feel like a stranger ever again.
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      Two frenetic weeks had passed since we had retaken the alien ship from the human invaders. It was a productive and painful two weeks. Our foremost problem had been finding a way to explain to a ship full of a thousand people that the President of the United States had been deposed. We were initially met with some resistance from the soldiers on board but thanks to Lieutenant Hasko, the men were swayed easily enough. No soldier ever wanted to serve a dictator and once they heard what had transpired I had a small army at my disposal, ready to help.

      We had to rip everything apart, from the manifest to the supplies. That meant two weeks of sleepless nights for me as I dredged my way through the entire project all over again. Jackson offered to help, but I only handed him the simplest tasks. He was needed on the aliens’ ship to ready them for their voyage.

      As for my duties, the first one was to eject everyone from the human ship. Wright had put this passenger list together himself and I was going to be damned if I let a single person he favored have their place without earning it first. I then returned to Earth with a small company of aliens to invite those who could help us most onboard. It was chaotic, and I received more than one death threat. I had asked Ka’thak for one of his warriors to serve as a guard. Given the state of things, I didn’t feel like I could trust anyone else.

      As I had with President Lee, I pulled a list of those who were best skilled in their fields. Physicians, researchers, scientists, physicists, humanitarian experts, psychologists, engineers, farmers, and artists all made the initial list. A thousand of humanity’s best minds. I won’t lie and say that it was easy. There were nights where I lay in bed and sobbed, knowing that I was judge, jury, and executioner for millions upon millions of people. Scratch that. Billions. I was leaving behind near eight billion people to a fate I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. People who deserved a second chance at life as much as the people I selected. I would live forever with that guilt. Was it worth it? I couldn’t tell you. It was a responsibility I had chosen, not one that I earned. Some of those being left behind had already disappeared into the ether. Others gathered to live out their final days. I prayed for their peace.

      After I had compiled the list and contacted each candidate, I set about setting up a series of implicit bias and ethics tests that each candidate had to complete. Nothing was perfect, but it helped eliminate those with glaring racism, sexism, or homophobia issues. The tests had the added bonus of helping me compile personality profiles on each person. They were extremely helpful in assigning jobs. Among the candidates were a number of people who had military experience in addition to their specialization. I was initially opposed to letting anyone with military experience join the list but it was Jackson who reminded me that as abhorrent as violence was, it was sometimes necessary. We eventually reached a compromise. No career politicians and no career soldiers. I wanted people who could do more than one job. Once we arrived at our destination, we would all be called to do more than we had on Earth.

      Ensuring that the majority of passengers had as few biases as possible also made sure that they would be ready and willing to cooperate with the aliens and each other, after we arrived at our destination. After a number of long discussions, Ka’thak and I had agreed that his ship would accompany ours and we would land on a new planet together. From there our two civilizations would cooperate to assist each other in setting up a new colony. The decision would be made from there as to whether or not the aliens wanted to stay in proximity to the humans. I sincerely hoped they would, but I couldn’t begrudge them if they wanted to go their own way. After all that had transpired, they certainly deserved some peace.

      Along with our human passengers, I solicited and collected hundreds of thousands of DNA and RNA samples from around the world. Plants, animals, bacteria, even viruses were painstakingly stored and categorized in an easy to understand database. I sent a team to the Svalbard Global Seed Vault to essentially raid the place. Anything and everything that was able to be farmed for food or utility was given a spot aboard the starship. Frozen embryos of both animals and humans were set into huge cryo bays to be unfrozen when we reached a suitable planet. Genetic diversity was the key to reestablishing our biome and we planned backups for our backups.

      Neither humans nor aliens knew where we were headed. Ka’thak and I planned to coordinate our flight paths through our piloting teams until we found somewhere that could sustain us. It hit me that the voyage ahead could take years, maybe even decades. Even with the advanced drives of the alien designed ships, there were just a few places in the known universe anywhere like Earth. There were no guarantees that any of them were still there, never mind viable for both species. The ships would travel together in a bubble of space-time, emerging once a month for communication and any necessary supply runs or repairs. It was going to be a long trip with more isolation than I felt comfortable with.

      I sat on the bridge of the human ship in my newly designed uniform. During a meeting of leaders who would act as a de facto government until we could arrange a proper vote, someone had suggested special garb for us. I hated the idea, but majority vote won out and so here I was, clad in an outfit only fit for a Starfleet commander. I raised my radio to my lips. “This is Governor Alexandra King,” I mumbled the title. “Oh Lieutenant Colonel David Jackson, do you read?’

      A booming laugh across the miles. “Governor?! Shit, Alex, what did you do this time?”

      I rolled my eyes and used one hand to cover my eyes. “Shut the hell up Jackson, you know perfectly well what I ‘did’. Due to my status as biggest nut job on the ship, they decided to give me all the responsibility. That is, until we can properly arrange an election. Which I will be making sure happens posthaste.”

      “Careful now, keep talking and they’re liable to give you the position permanently!” he teased. “Are you ready to get this party started over there?”

      Was I? I knew we had to leave but the finality of it all was daunting. The truth was, there was nothing left to do. We were loaded and as ready as we would ever be.

      “Let’s light this candle,” I said softly into the radio.

      “Ad Astra Per Aspera, little sister. We’ll see you in a month. Gods carry you as quickly as they can.”

      “You too. And David?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.”

      “Thank you. Without you, I wouldn’t be here. But let’s save the tearful stuff for when we next meet, okay? You can buy me that beer you owe me.”

      I laughed, a chuckle breaking through tears of sorrow and joy.

      “Sounds good. Good luck.”

      The radio line shut off. I took one long, last look at the floating blue ball that was my home planet and gave the order. The starship rumbled and the light of stars outside distorted as we left behind a dying Earth to start our new life in the stars.

      

      THE END
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      And so we come to the end of the Supernova Cycle with Alex and Jackson on their own separate but intertwined journeys.

      This series was an absolute blast to write, especially as my first foray into writing a trilogy of novels. One of the best pieces of advice I got along the way was to write the kind of books I wanted to read. I hope that you enjoyed reading this series as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you had fun, please consider leaving me a review on Amazon!

      The Supernova Cycle was born with the help, encouragement, and plenty of kicks in the ass from my husband, without whom I would not have had the confidence to finish these books. I was fortunate enough to have married an author and this series is the first step toward my own career. It was a treat to build these characters from my own life experiences. I guess I should note that any resemblances of these characters to persons living or deceased are unintentional.

      I don’t have a background in writing. I won a single “Young Authors” contest in middle school and didn’t type another word for years. I started out in the workforce as a professional sailor, playing pirate to tourists in a small town in Connecticut and crewing for the rich in Newport, R.I. on the weekends. I moved from that job to working in a hospital and discovered a love for psychology and social work. After getting a Masters in Social Work from Boston College, I changed tacks again and decided to pursue another great passion—technology. After working for a large corporation for several years, I decided that I would find a way to do it all.

      I settled into writing as a way to change the way we tell stories and bring to life characters that break the mold of the straight white guy with a beautiful woman on his arm(TM). I seek to bring diversity and representation to science fiction by showing underrepresented people just as they are—participants in the big mystery we call life.

      Alex and Jackson represented to me a conflict that lives within us all. Compassion and conflict are both necessary in life, and both of them had to balance these forces to navigate the apocalypse. They each faced unprecedented challenges in this tale and overcame them in the best ways they knew. During these unknown times of our own, it is important for all of us to try and exercise compassion whenever possible but fight when needed. Above all, we must hold kindness for ourselves and others.

      Special thanks are due once more to Michael Anderle, Judith Anderle, Craig Martelle, Dakota Krout, Andries Louws, and so many others who provided their wisdom and advice. You taught me that there is just one trick to this whole writing thing—write the next book. I am eternally grateful and I can’t wait to tell more stories to change the world.
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      Finished at last! Or is it? Well, the tale is done for the time being, at least. There’s always the possibility we’ll see more of Alex and David’s adventures down the road. After all, both humanity and the alien race are still at risk while they’re in transit to a new home. Who knows if they’ll be able to find someplace safe to set their ships down?

      So yeah, there might be more of this stuff coming eventually. It’s been a fun story to work on. I wouldn’t mind doing a bit more of it.

      I’ve had some folks mention that they thought I must hate the military, to have written about soldiers like we did in these books. Well, no. In fact, I was in the Army for twelve years myself. I have a decent appreciation for the armed forces.

      That said, because of that service I’m equally aware of the various failings involved in the military. I’m not above poking a little fun at them from time to time, too. Hey, they’re tough. They can take it, right?

      Humanity has a lot of good and bad parts, same as our armed forces. We can be amazing, heroic, kind, giving, and compassionate. But we can also be filled with hatred and fear. It’s a bit like that compassion and fear are always at war with one another.

      That’s a war we’ve attempted to put on display a bit in these stories. Some of the humans here show off the very worst of our traits. Others manage to demonstrate the very best, even when in extreme circumstances. Sometimes we can do horrible, vile things to one another. But at the same time, we’re capable of incredible good. Which part of our nature wins out is up to each of us.

      Ah, but that’s enough of the metaphors! Treason is one heck of an epic finale for this trilogy, I think. We hope you’ve enjoyed reading it as much as we did writing it. If you loved the book, please go ahead and drop a review for it? Every review helps other readers find good stories, so we appreciate each and every one.

      Thanks for reading!

      Kevin McLaughlin
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      When she's not playing pirate aboard tall ships or hunting down the best place to grab ramen in whichever country she's found herself in, Liz McLaughlin can be found at her keyboard, bringing to life science fiction stories to change the world. A lifelong avid reader and winner of her seventh grade Young Authors contest (thanks Mom and Dad!), Liz broke into writing in search of a way to bring diversity and representation to science fiction and beyond. Her stories seek to change the genre through normalizing people of color and LGBTQIA+ as participants in the futuristic epics we all know and love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

        
          
            [image: Author Photo]
            [image: Author Photo]
          

        

      

    

    
      USA Today bestselling author Kevin McLaughlin has written more than five dozen science fiction and fantasy novels, along with more short stories than he can easily count. Kevin can be found most days in downtown Boston, working on the next novel. His bestselling Blackwell Magic fantasy series, Accord science fiction series, Valhalla Online LitRPG series, and the fan-favorite Starship Satori series are ongoing.
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