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  — Prologue —

2701AD

The grounds of the Imperial Palace.

White Knight homeworld.

 

Dense bands of roiling mutagenic gas clouds tumbled along the valley floor, propelled by the light breeze the Emperor had ordained for his pleasure. The umber fog invaded all living tissue touched by its greasy embrace, gnarling the genetic sequences it encountered, sacrificing the designs of nature upon the altar of change.

His people called these clouds the flekk. Under its kiss, sturdy limbs transformed into flowing tentacles. Eyes became mouthparts. Bone turned to hydraulic rams. Organ warred on organ, and minds imploded in a spiral of civil war that took on new factions at every cycle.

Much as the White Knight Empire had fragmented and burned in its latest bout of civil strife.

The Emperor growled, his deep rumble muffled by the sacred flekk clouds, but still loud enough to echo off the rocky face of the narrow valley in the heart of his pleasure grounds.

This latest war had been different.

It had featured humans.

He breathed deeply of the clouds of change.

At this gas density, all but an infinitesimal fraction of living beings would be dead within moments.

The Emperor continued to fill the enormous lung capacity of his current body, the form he was chained to.

He was not like the lesser species of the galaxy. His being was imbued with change, and the constant and forced adaptation of his race had made the White Knight Empire the strongest in the Trans-Species Union. The flekk clouds were the secret to their dominance.

But not for him, personally. By instructing his loyal followers to remain in a single form, he had successfully flushed out potential political rivals. In doing so, however, he had filled them with such loathing of his blasphemy that they had resorted to armed revolt. Hiding in the chaos of the war, a new faction had sprung from nowhere, the Human Legion. Not content with winning that war superficially in his name, and imposing a humiliating peace treaty signed at the Imperial Palace, this Legion had left behind a bioweapon that had locked the Emperor and his people permanently into their current forms.

Despite this petty demonstration of the Legion’s power over its former master, the ascendancy of the humans would not last long. Prisoners of that species had revealed under torture that his form resembled their mythical demons. That was good. When the tables were turned, he would become the demon that would haunt the nightmares of all humanity for generations, until he tired of them and exterminated the vermin race from existence.

With his tongue extended and his nose widened, he tasted the flekk essence of roasted sugars and warmed cyanide.

It tasted of change.

Of course it did. Vassal races waxed poetically about the serene calm they enjoyed from the natural beauty of their planets.

Calm was for slaves.

Power came from change. From forcing through mutation and experimentation to farm the bounties of transformation.

And in culling the inevitable failures. The vast majority of mutations had to be destroyed so that those with promise could be properly cultivated. In the endless churn of corporeal reinvention, the only constant was the Cull.

The Emperor expelled his lungs in a long howl, before dropping to all fours and cantering along the valley floor on cloven hooves. There was one branch of his own race so distinct that few realized they were White Knights at all. That particular experiment had proved so valuable that its culling had been extended long enough for them to plan rebellion.

The foreseers – Night Hummers as the humans called them – had deceived their betters. And now, it seemed, they were paying an unexpected price.

“Farmer,” he spoke into the comm pendant as he ran, “do they wither still?”

“Your Elevance,” reported the underling the Emperor had installed to act as a combined doctor, jailer, and farmer of the foreseer creatures. The farmer sounded relieved he was not based on the homeworld, but in the foreseer nursery inside the cluster of Trojan planetoids that preceded the orbit of the mother planet.

“You sound nervous. Have you failed me?”

“We have lost them,” said the farmer.

The Emperor dug in his heels, throwing up a cloud of dust to thicken the clouds. “What do you mean lost?”

“Their bodies are recovering slightly, and I believe can be nursed back to full health. But their ultra-cognitive functions – including the ability to peer into the future – are dead. They are reduced to vacuum amoebas floating in the microgravity. Vegetables. We have only the wildest speculation as to why.”

Retracting his hooves and extending clawed humanoid hands, the Emperor clutched at the formless clouds, imagining the Legion’s commander inside his powerful grip being squeezed to a pulp. General Arun McEwan was the cause of his foreseers’ demise. How? He did not yet know, but he was certain of his guilt. The human was probably entirely unwitting, but ignorance and stupidity hadn’t been enough to prevent McEwan from bringing his imperial presence to his knees.

The Emperor had been so desperate that he had considered an alliance with that upstart Hardit creature called Tawfiq. Jointly they would crush the humans at the trap Tawfiq was setting at the planet called Earth.

But the Hardits had infiltrated the imperial home system and would know the depth of the Emperor’s military defeat. The Human Legion was only now clearing the system themselves, their two principal commanders having taken half their fleet in opposite directions after splitting into rival factions while still in orbit around the homeworld.

The Emperor howled. Such a display of his enemy’s weakness deserved exploitation, but his own military might lay shattered in the twisted ruins of the metal world tree.

But there were loyal garrisons in other systems, and secondary fleets in transit between the stars. Many vassal races remained who could be pressed even harder into military service. But to rebuild a strike force to take on the Legion or the Hardit Empire would take time. Centuries, most likely. By then the leaders of the Legion would be dead, and their successors would have turned on themselves as humans always eventually did.

Give the vermin their due, though. McEwan’s team had agreed vague terms in the peace deal they had forced upon the Emperor. The many key clauses had been agreed with enough flexibility in their wording that the treaty meant whatever the two sides decided it should mean. It was a dynamic equilibrium of power that McEwan considered a victory. With the Legion in temporary ascendancy, he could afford to treat his most onerous clauses lightly. Even so, McEwan’s pledge to retain the Cull of his own people, albeit in a drastically reduced form, was still burdensome enough to cause the Legion’s split. And when that equilibrium shifted in the Emperor’s favor, then the humans would learn their true place in the hierarchy of existence.

The Legion had pushed hard for the human homeworld to be included within the Human Autonomous Region, the nominally loyal vassal state within the White Knight Empire. But Earth contained the seeds of the Legion’s ultimate destruction. Light though their tribute would be, the Legion was treaty-bound to defend the borders of their autonomous region on behalf of their Emperor, and Earth was occupied by Tawfiq’s Hardit Empire.

“You swore allegiance,” he howled at the clouds. “I will have my tithe in living flesh and precious minerals from every world in my empire, McEwan. Or I will have you.”

Either the Legion would dash itself upon the defenses Tawfiq was preparing in the Solar System, or McEwan would triumph against Tawfiq, but critically weaken his Legion in the carnage of the Battle of Earth.

Either way, neither the Human Autonomous Region nor the Hardit Empire would be more than fleeting aberrations. The Emperor hoped their leaders would survive long enough to beg for death at the feet of their master.

He connected with his last remaining reconnaissance squadron in the outer system and ordered them to move out immediately and tail McEwan’s main fleet. They would probably be spotted by the Legion’s rearguard, but now that the proper lines of authority had been confirmed in the Treaty of Athena, the Legion would not dare to fire upon imperial vessels.

He had originally intended to keep his reconnaissance ships hidden, but it was a higher priority that they did not miss any aspect of McEwan’s failure.

It would take many years for the ships to travel through the void to meet their destiny at Earth. And when they did, the imperial reconnaissance ships were loaded with vast blocks of stored entangled communication bandwidth, which he would use to the full to watch the events as they unfurled in real time.

He closed his eyes and indulged in one last fantasy of squeezing McEwan’s head until it pulped.

Then he turned around and marched back to the palace. Before he could take advantage of his enemies’ mutual destruction, he first had a shattered empire to rebuild, and with his foreseers afflicted by this strange malady, he had lost a critical intelligence asset.

It was time to create another.



  —— PART I ——


  PAYBACK


—  Chapter 01  —

37 years later…

2738AD

 

The target grew rapidly in the cockpit of Squadron Leader Laban Caccamo’s X-Boat.

The Carbuncle: that’s what the intelligence analysts called it, and the impression of random metal boxes glued together and adorned with comm dishes and force booms was indeed ugly.

Mind you, everything to do with the New Order Hardits was ugly. That’s why the Legion had come here to do the galaxy a public service and wipe them the hell out.

He took a moment to take in the sight of the moon the Carbuncle orbited. The hemisphere turned to the sun gleamed in the black of space, its dark side visible only through the absence of distant stars it obscured.

Caccamo had gone through a phase in novice school of reading as many ancient Earth stories as he could. They often spoke of the moon as casting a romantic light upon the Earth. The moon was mystical. Its silvery light could spawn demons. Fairies and elves danced in the moonlight, like sexy space-rats with wings and pointy ears.

And this was that same moon. Luna. According to the stories, the light striking his retinas was the most romantic in the universe.

He shrugged. He wasn’t getting it. Luna was just another drentball airless rock, same as all the others.

It was the squat Carbuncle in Lunar orbit that was revving his heartbeat and making his hands tingle over the flight stick, because this was the first target to be hit in a campaign to liberate Earth. And when Earth was won, the wars would finally be over.

And the partying would begin.

Warning icons erupted into the HUD of his Mark 6 Phantom.

Mine proximity alert! Mine proximity alert!

The HUD filled with orange dots, showing the probable location of mines funneling out from the Carbuncle directly into his squadron’s flight path.

“Joke’s on you, monkeys. We knew you knew we were coming.”

Caccamo thumbed the firing stud, and a salvo of flail missiles shot from his ventral missile pod to do their thing triggering mines. Mine clearance, though, wasn’t high on his agenda.

“Cacco to all call signs. Abort! Abort! Alter flight path to backdoor passage. I repeat, backdoor passage. We’ll loop around Luna and assault the Carbuncle from below.”

Making a sharp turn to dive for the moon’s dark side, Caccamo checked the acknowledgements to make sure that his X-Boat escort flights, and the TU Tactical Units they were escorting, were all following the amended flight plan.

“Looks like the monkeys are in a bad mood,” said Cripes in Gold-7 in response to the stream of high-velocity tungsten rounds spat out by the Carbuncle’s anti-fighter turrets.

“All right. Keep your tails on,” Caccamo drawled at the Hardits, relaxed about the incoming fire at such long distance. “We’re going, already.”

“My thanks, Cacco,” came a voice his comm identified as Akinschet 41, but Caccamo recognized as Colonel Reichert, the commander of the TAC Marine Regiment. “Very thoughtful of you to offer my Marines a sightseeing tour before the main attraction.”

“Happy to oblige, Colonel. I’d give you the tour guide experience if I had time, but I really ought to destroy the enemy’s ground defenses before your TUs arrive in their sights and scream, ‘Shoot me!’.”

“Another time, then, Laban. Good hunting.”

“Cacco to Conquer Squadron. Load percussion warheads optimized for New Order rega-crete. Finish your coffees people, and clean your spectacles, because we need to make every shot count. We’ll only get one chance at this or the TUs will get blasted out of the void before they ever reached the Carbuncle.”

Caccamo boosted his Phantom’s thrust to 31g and screamed for the dark moon.

The latest TUs could handle gees like he wouldn’t have believed when he trained on them as a cadet, but that didn’t put them in the same class as an X-boat. Nothing in the galaxy was as fast as his fighter, and it was high time he reminded the New Order of that fact.

In person.



—  Chapter 02  —

Concentrate. Concentrate!

When he’d begun his rookie combat tour, Marine-Grenadier Michael Rosenberg had imagined his first tactical assault would be the worst: that the experience would get a little easier each time he flew into combat, strapped in a gibberball on the outside of a Tactical Unit warboat squeezing every last bit of juice out of its engines to avoid enemy fire.

It hadn’t.

There was a reason they called these EVA launch pods gibberballs. Not everyone left them sane.

Rosenberg tried to relax his mind and sink into his training, but the assault was already way off course. They should have hit the Carbuncle head-on from space, but instead the TU squadrons were coming at the enemy command and control center from underneath, inviting incoming fire from the Lunar surface defenses. And they were taking the long way around because the Hardits had known the precise timing and route of their attack, sowing their assault path with traps and mines.

How could anyone sane expect to defeat an enemy who knew your every move?

The Legion could.

Only the Legion could take on insane and still win. None of them would be alive today if that weren’t the case.

Still, that didn’t mean the Legion would win today.

Relaxation evaded him. Despite the buffer gel cramming every body cavity to protect him as his warboat, DeRuyter, thrashed in random directions, it still felt as if an army of giants was smashing his chest with hammers.

DeRuyter was one of the latest generation of TUs, fitted with the new inertial dampers that used the momentum-dump tech that had proved so successful with the X-Boats, but that only meant that its commander, Lieutenant Harper, flew the spherical warboat with even more bone-crushing acceleration – so much so that even Rosenberg’s AI couldn’t construct a meaningful visual image on his helmet display.

The gray-white blur that kept reappearing on his visor had to be Luna, the most famous moon in the galaxy. He should be able to glimpse Earth itself, but the crazy jinking made that completely impossible.

“Attention, Marines!”

Rosenberg’s heart beat a fraction slower. Sergeant Major Hecht was not a man Rosenberg could ever describe as likeable. But at a time when their battle plan had been thrown out the airlock, and there were surely traitors in their midst, Rosenberg needed someone or something in which to place his trust.

Menes Hecht was that something. Hecht would know what to do.

“The next few minutes are going to be hell,” Hecht said calmly in that rich bass voice of his that sounded as if he swallowed rocks for breakfast and washed them down with undiluted grok. “For the enemy more than you, because you will keep one thought clear in your heads no matter what you face. You will remember that you are Tac Marines. You are not the early hominids they recruit for the assault regiments. Nor are you the frakking airhead pansy-arses of the voidsters. You are Tactical Marines.”

If he weren’t clamped securely into his gibberball, Rosenberg would have held himself a little straighter. It stood to reason that Tac Marines were the best.

“You and your Tactical Unit warboats are the perfect symbiosis of human and machine,” the sergeant major continued, “the ultimate killing combination. These Mark-7 TUs are the best that man, God, or alien has yet devised. Which means you must be better than your forebears. The Legion heroes of Maroo-6 would raise their glasses to you, stop boasting of their great victory, and ply you with drink to hear of your greater one. And if you met Senior Shoal Commander Luelmas-Shan in the afterlife, she would make her excuses and leave, because despite her exploits in the Battle of Sorrow, even she would have to acknowledge that you are the ugliest, rowdiest bunch of desperados in the Legion. Hell, if she were still alive, I’d lock up my mother for her own safety if you came within ten light years, and Ma was a Marine sergeant. You know why I’d do that?”

“No, Sergeant Major,” Rosenberg whispered to himself.

“I’ve been in this war since the very beginning,” growled Hecht fiercely. “Hell, I helped start it. And I can say without doubt that you are the best damned unit of soldiers the human races have ever produced. What are you?”

“The best,” chorused Rosenberg and the thousands of other Marines encased in their gibberballs stuck onto the TU hulls like skin pustules.

“I’m sorry,” said Hecht. “Did someone say something?”

“The best!” roared the reply over the regimental channel.

“Damn frakking right you are. I know it. You know it. Now go show those flea-bitten, sex-crazed bastard Hardits the truth of your superiority.”

“LEGION!” came the response, but the voices were fractured because, with a heart-in-throat lurch, the fleet of warboats had abruptly changed bearing. What now?

“It seems we’re taking one more sightseeing loop around Luna,” explained Hecht after a few heart-stopping moments of silence. The old sergeant major was himself entombed in a gibberball, but you’d never know from the steadiness in his speech. “Seems the Hardit goat chodders weren’t quite ready to invite us in. No offence, Lieutenant Commander Quassi-Haex.”

Strained laughter came over the regimental net.

Rosenberg wasn’t expecting this change of tack from Hecht. Lieutenant Commander Quassi-Haex was chief engineer for one of the sleeve ships, the mothers to the TUs that transported and nurtured the warboats across the vast distances between battles zones. Rosenberg had seen many strange things in the war, and having Hardits serve the Legion with honor was one of the strangest.

“I’m afraid that’s not good enough, Sergeant Major,” said the Hardit in a computer-translated voice. “You Tac Marines need to do far more than show the defenders of the Carbuncle who’s best. I want you to crush them. Bite them. Slit them open while they still breathe and shit in their chest cavities. Your enemies are the abominations of the New Order, and your duty is to wipe their very memory from the galaxy.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant Commander,” said Hecht in a strangely quivering voice that Rosenberg would interpret in any other person as laughter, if it were not a known fact that Sergeant Major Menes Hecht was incapable of such a thing.

“I can summarize the officer’s instructions in two words,” said Hecht. “No. Mercy.”

“No mercy!” shouted Rosenberg. He was about to repeat the chant when the interior of his gibberball started glowing with green light.

Not long now.

Lieutenant Harper stepped hard on DeRuyter’s gas pedal and, despite the buffer gel and the momentum-dump magic, it was as if one of the lumbering Tallermanians of the Mountain Division had grabbed Rosenberg’s cheeks from behind and was pulling back for all it was worth to test the tensile strength of human skin to breaking point… and beyond. Rosenberg deployed every ounce of willpower just to keep conscious.

Just got to hold on… he told himself. Just a few seconds more…

But the seconds stretched on with excruciating slowness.

I’m a Tac Marine, dammit. I was built for this.

And then the agonizing, disgusting magic happened. In a confusing blur, the gibberball was blasted into the void and erupted in a halo of flash-frozen gel. Rosenberg’s own body purged itself, the suit dumping the expelled contents into space and adding a flurry of defensive munitions to cloak the Marine-Grenadier as he emerged into battle, suit stealthed.

Rosenberg’s AI brought him fully back to working order with the equivalent of a sharp poke in the buttocks, and then placed a composite of visual and tactical information on the inside of his helmet visor.

The Carbuncle, they called it. Their target was the bulbous, warty orbital station that was the local Hardit command and control center, and it was rapidly filling his visor thanks to the momentum imparted by the TU. At the same time as throwing Rosenberg around furiously to avoid presenting an easy target, his combat suit motors were braking his approach as hard as they could without compromising the suit’s stealth capability.

The AI put a wordless tactical summary into his mind. The formidable defenses of the station had been badly degraded by the Legion X-Boat squadrons, although it seemed that Mad Dog Caccamo’s squadron had paid a heavy price in the process. The Tac Marines were only facing basic point-defense railguns firing blind. The cloud of dots around him that represented his brother and sister Marines began to wink out nonetheless.

Although he was flying in a wildly random approach, his body remained oriented toward the target. He set his assault carbine to x-ray mode and stitched a line of high-energy particles through the fast-approaching Carbuncle, pausing frustratingly often when the carbine battery needed to recharge.

The Hardit guns soon fell silent, though, and the thermal view showed the station’s hull was quickly heating up, which meant the enemy’s thermal shunts had been destroyed in the x-ray volleys. If that station couldn’t radiate heat, it was going to literally melt from the inside, but not before the Marines had retrieved the intelligence their assault force had bled for. Not if Marine-Grenadier Michael Rosenberg had any say in the matter.

“Breachers ready?” called First Sergeant Gomez on the company channel.

“Ready, Sergeant,” Rosenberg replied.

“Oh, I’m ready,” he whispered to himself as he clamped his carbine to his back and reached for his breach pack, all the while picturing the doomed Hardits inside the Carbuncle.

“I’m ready as hell. The Legion finally reached Earth, and now it’s payback!”



—  Chapter 03  —

From the pilot’s station of his X4B-Buccaneer fighter-bomber, Arun studied the battle’s progress, making full use of the fleet command level feed that X-Boat flight leaders would not normally be privy to.

But normal was not a word that sat easily with Arun. His call sign of Catcher had been earned earlier in the war flying combat space patrols in the desperate battles around Khallini. But that had been a time when everyone with flight experience had been needed to pull shifts fending off the overwhelming numbers of the enemy.

Many still referred to Arun’s rank as flight-general, but as the years went by, fewer used the term affectionately and more did so as a term of reproach for his recklessness.

“Caccamo’s punching hard with the Lunar assault,” said his bombardier, bodyguard, and aide from the position behind him in the three-seat craft. “What are we waiting for?”

There was far more to this initial phase of the campaign than the Tac Marine assault on the New Order sector command station they’d nicknamed the Carbuncle. Reports streamed through his AI via entangled comms from multiple Legion battle groups. The eyes, ears, and secret defenses the enemy had seeded throughout the Solar System were being swept away, but it didn’t suit Arun’s plans to destroy them all. Not yet.

“Arun!” snapped the woman behind him. “Don’t get stuck inside that thing in your head again. I need you with me.”

“Sorry,” he said. “My mind’s running smoothly. There’s just a lot for an old man to take in.”

“Don’t feed me that drent! Old men don’t pull strings to be given command of X-Boat flights. Why aren’t we going in for the attack?”

“Psychological impact. Hit them from too many directions at once and they freeze in panic. That’s the impact I want to have on the monkeys. I want monkey fur to be soiled all over the Solar System. And I want it… now!”

Arun opened an entangled connection to Fleet Admiral Indiya. He had a direct line into her mind, but he connected instead to the main comm station on her flagship, Holy Retribution. They needed to be overheard.

“Misfit Alpha to Flag-6. You out of bed yet, Indiya?”

“Flag-6 Alpha to Misfit,” Indiya replied. “Maintain comm discipline.”

“Your call, boss. I am transferring operational command to you. Flag-6, you have Legion Alpha status.”

“I have Legion Alpha status, Misfit, but only until you return. You’re a dumb jock-chodder, McEwan, but come back safe all the same.”

“Planning on it, Legion Alpha. But I have to follow the command transfer rules. It’s that aide of mine. Lissa’s a worse stickler than Nhlappo ever was. Keep my seat warm, Indiya. Misfit out.”

“Laying it on a bit thick, aren’t you?” challenged Lissa from behind him.

He shrugged, the gesture probably invisible beneath the thickness of his pressure suit. “It’s just an act,” he said, feeling good to communicate naturally in the privacy of the Barracuda’s cockpit. If the other occupant of the X-Boat was infected by the Hardit Blood Virus, then they were already as good as dead.

“Even though the expeditionary fleet has only got Holy Retribution, the Lance, and a few fast cruisers in support, there’s enough personnel that someone with the virus will have overheard that and passed on our conversation to the enemy without even knowing they were committing treachery. I don’t want to act naturally. I need to perform according to the character the enemy has painted for me. You of all people should understand that, Springer.”

“Don’t call me that! Don’t even form that word in your head, you absolute moron. Phaedra Tremayne died in the Cull, but Springer was dead long before that. Even if I were stupid enough to allow someone close to me to call me that name, it would not be you, McEwan. It would never be you.”

Arun held his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “OK. That was dumb. Won’t happen again. But you’ve still got my six. Right, Lissa?”

“That’s my job, and I’m a Wolf. We never forget our duty.”

“Glad to hear it. Game face on, Lissa. We’re coming out of the cold.”

Arun switched on active comms to connect with the other six Barracudas in Misfit Flight. If the New Order had a high density of sensor nodes in the area, they would have seen him do so. “Flakes, Choosy, form up on Zébulon and spring the trap. Boudicca, Lard, Cheb, form up on me and wait for my signal.”

“Roger that,” acknowledged Zébulon. “Might as well punch yourself another coffee. We won’t leave much for you to play with.”

“I knew I should have packed doughnuts,” joked Boudicca.

“No one’s having doughnuts,” Arun laughed. “Not until we liberate Hamilton, Canada. That’s what we agreed, and we’ve got an entire star system of bad Hardits to kill first. Now, let’s make a start, Zéb.”

“I’m on it,” Zébulon replied, and led two other Barracudas around the BOI-6437 cluster to hit it from celestial north.

Intel suggested that the New Order’s entire reason for conquering the Solar System was to entice the Legion to attack the Earth. There it would dash itself against the formidable defenses built up around the planet. With everything so centered on Earth, the Hardits had made little effort to defend the rest of the system. But even a little was still far too much.

From long range, Zébulon launched the first salvo of missile clusters at 6437-Delta, the artificial rock that seemed to be the hub of local Hardit signal traffic. Flakes and Choosy followed with a wide spread of ECM pods.

Misfit Flight was a newly formed part of 827 Ripper Squadron, which was itself part of the effort to clear out the limited New Order presence south of the ecliptic. Body of Interest 6437 was a loose cluster of artificial rocks and asteroids in eccentric orbits that had been towed together to form a New Order base.

It had to be destroyed.

And it would be.

Before Zébulon’s strike hit home, the archipelago of rocks lit up with targeting sensors, weapons systems coming hot, and shield domes extending over previously unremarkable areas of frozen rock. Decoys or high value targets? There was no way of knowing yet, but the Hardits distrusted automation with a passion, which meant there were real live Hardits for Misfit to kill on 6437.

Killing them was Arun’s job.

“This is Catcher,” he said as Zébulon’s bombs hit home and New Order signal traffic suddenly dropped ninety percent. “We’re going in.”

The Barracuda shook as the engines opened up to maximum thrust. At 30g, any other crew in the galaxy would be crushed to a smear, but not Misfit Flight. Some said the X-Boats broke the laws of nature. They didn’t. But sometimes in matters of love and war, it paid to cheat a little.

Boudicca, Lard and Cheb came in hot too, acquiring targets Lissa was painting for them. With a few painful breaks – and some even more painful reconciliations – he’d been working with her since they were children. In battle, even if in nothing else, they understood each other perfectly.

Lissa was selecting the ground near the force bubbles. To penetrate the force shields, the X-Boats would have had to concentrate all their fire on a single point, but percussion munitions set to shatter the rock their bunkers were dug from would kill them just as dead.

With Zébulon’s boats easily evading the missiles 6437 had flung at them, Arun’s group unloaded devastation across the Hardit cluster, speeding away and taking just a light dusting from point defense on their exit that was no trouble for their aft shields.

Behind them, the rocks of 6437 shattered into a dozen fragments. Initially, they tumbled apart in slow motion, but the rocks smashed into each other, flinging smaller chunks out at high speed, which smacked into their larger neighbors.

Misfit Flight had spun about to face 6437 and was decelerating to come in for another attack, but it was clear there was nothing left to take out. Some of the Hardit force bubbles had detached from the rocks they had been embedded within and were now carving clean paths through the debris field, trapping inside them ice, rock, equipment, and Hardit bodies – some still alive but not for long.

“Target destroyed,” Lissa pronounced.

“That was just a warm up,” said Arun. “Next stop Ceres.”



—  Chapter 04  —

For Marine-Grenadier Rosenburg, there had been plenty of chances for payback since reaching the breach holes carved into the Carbuncle’s outer hull. The assault cutter teeth of his carbine dripped with Hardit blood from some of them, the redness pooling into fat bulbs before budding off and coasting in the low-gee toward the outward facing deck.

Unfortunately, the enemy had their own ideas of revenge. He’d only just returned from escorting stretcher parties to the field treatment station to find the passageway held by his platoon choked with wounded Marines.

Others were rendering care as best they could. Their way forward was blocked by blast shutters. It was time for the Marine-Grenadier to prove he deserved his specialism.

“Welcome back, Rosie,” said Sergeant Heffernan. Rosenburg’s HUD indicated that the sergeant was also looping in Tidball and McNair, the other two grenadiers. “Keep to your assigned lines of attack.” The NCO was painting a crude tactical map into their HUDs. “I want breach charges here, here, and here. And I want everything inside fragged to buggery.”

“They’re as good as dead, Sarge,” said McNair. Rosenburg wasn’t so convinced, but he acknowledged and primed one of the breach charges from his pack.

Twenty seconds later, he was charging into roiling clouds of sensor-confusing smoke with the air screaming from suppressive Legion darts and New Order counterfire.

He threw himself at the blast shutters, praying his AI was filtering out his screams from the platoon net.

A couple of strides later and he couldn’t care less. It was him, the barrier, and getting his breach charge into the right position before the enemy gunned him down.

Nothing else mattered.



—  Chapter 05  —

Ceres was the highest priority target south of the ecliptic. The huge ball of rock and ice was technically a dwarf planet according to the tactical planning teams who’d helped the Legion high command plan for the liberation of the Solar System. It was a moon in Arun’s book, a moon floating free of the embrace of any planet, and which followed its own eccentric orbit around the sun between Mars and Jupiter.

Hollowed out, fortified and strengthened, an enemy could turn Ceres into a heavily defended bastion that couldn’t be broken up easily like the little rocks of the 6437 cluster. It had to be cleared out properly.

Wary always of counter-attack by Hardit fighters, Arun sent the Barracudas of Misfit Flight diving again and again against the Ceres entrenchments, using the incredible thrust from the starship engines in the back of little warboat fighters to dodge away before ground fire could reach them.

The Hardit gunners got wise at the end, anticipating the exit zone through which the Buccaneers would pass as they tore away from the attack runs, and seeding them with micro-mines.

Arun and Lissa’s craft lurched as the front shields collided with mines, bumping them across space and sending them tumbling across thousands of klicks before regaining control. One deflector node was burned out, but they were otherwise undamaged.

Flakes hadn’t been so lucky. Whether from Hardit fire, or from pushing to the limit an X-boat design already on the edge of Legion technology, her fighter-bomber broke apart at low altitude, its debris fragments caught in an elliptical orbit around Ceres.

But Misfit’s job was almost done.

On the next pass, they sent bunker busters screaming toward the enemy gun emplacements that had dared to fire upon them.

“That’s for Flakes,” snarled Lissa as she released the deadly munitions.

This time, as they pulled out of their attack runs, there was nothing left to fire at them.

Arun sent them in search patterns that stretched a web around the dwarf planet, making sure nothing of the New Order – living or machine – still functioned. Then he looped the flight further out to check nothing of the New Order remained in high orbit.

With Ceres a gleaming crescent in the distance, Arun made a fly past of the life-support canister that had been ejected from the breakup of Flakes’ X-Boat. Satisfied it was caught in the dwarf planet’s gravity, and would gently nudge itself down to a soft landing in its own sweet time, he was ready to press on to the next target, but Zébulon piped up, “What will happen to her body?”

Immediately, Arun muted his mike. “Drent-head machine! I thought Zébulon was supposed to be the clever one. We never leave one of our own behind, alive or dead. Everyone in the Legion knows that. Even the monkey-vecks would find Zébulon’s question bizarre.”

“He’s trying his best,” said Lissa. “You should too.”

Lissa’s right, said Barney. The combat AI linked to Arun’s brainstem from the slot in his human’s neck spent most of his time so tightly integrated with Arun’s thoughts that they made one composite individual. Sometimes Barney disagreed, and then he separated himself out to speak his own opinions directly into Arun’s mind. It’s the hash and fizz of a risky plan hitting the chaos of real-life. Roll with it.

Barney was right. He usually was. Arun’s nerves were shredding because of what would soon be coming if everything went according to plan. Dangerous though they were, it wasn’t the Hardits who were making him nervous.

With a thought, he unmuted. “Ceres has her now,” he answered Zébulon. “Let her remains come down and sink into the ice. It’s a fitting resting place. Once we’ve kicked the New Order out the system, we’ll come back and plant a marker so she’s never forgotten. Now, people, let’s leave Flakes in peace and get back to killing monkeys.”

“Do you think the Hardits bought that?” he asked Lissa as the five surviving Misfits flew off to the next target.

“They’ll have to,” she replied. “We’ve got no choice. We all knew your opening gambit was a big risk, more than sane people would ever contemplate. But you? Arun, you’ve taken bigger risks than this and laughed your way through them and out the other end.”

He felt her tap him on the shoulder, and he twisted around in his harness to look into her face.

She was a Wolf. A human, but her skin infected with a symbiotic alien parasite that defended its host by providing a scaly outer hide tough enough to resist small arms fire. Wolf scales were also as brightly colored as a psychedelic dream. Lissa’s was no exception and deep brown eyes were marked by hypnotic concentric circles.

The scales muted a host’s capacity for facial expression, but Arun knew Lissa well enough to read deep concern in her face.

“Something’s cutting you up inside, Arun,” she told him. “Something you’re not telling me. Let me share your burden.”

Arun was caught in that hypnotic gaze, not daring to breathe. She’d seen straight through him, and the truth…? Yeah, that was kind of awkward.

“Contact,” warned Barney, a computerized version of his voice speaking aloud so Lissa could hear him too. “New Order Draesheg-class fighters de-cloaking.”

“How many?” Arun asked, still not able to tear himself away from Lissa’s gaze.

“Twenty-seven.”

Offering silent thanks to the Hardits for saving his ass, Arun closed his eyes to merge thoughts with his AI and take in the situation.

It was the perfect Hardit ambush. Three groups of nine enemy fighters were moving to intercept them, each coming in from a different heading, and each subdivided into flight trios.

Although the enemy fighters were oriented toward the Barracudas, so they were acquiring targets with as many weapons pods as possible, the fighters themselves were on a course to bank around and behind the Misfits.

As cadets, Arun and Lissa had two fundamental truths of void combat drilled into them. One: there is no up and down in space, and anyone who chooses to define up and down immediately limits their perception of the battlezone. Two: choose your vector carefully because you cannot bank or come about in space since there is no resistant medium to push against.

They had spent the last fifty years of war unlearning that second tenet of void combat. You still couldn’t push against the vacuum, but the Hardits had learned to cheat by pushing their keels, rudders and wings into compression-resistant lower dimensions.

“Catcher to all call signs. Turnaround and head for Ceres. We are gonna show the monkey-vecks how real pilots fly.”

The enemy Draesheg fighters were as maneuverable as a 20th-century fighter plane. At the beginning of the war, they would have outclassed anything but the best AI-operated drone fighters.

But X-Boats were still superior. Following Arun’s instructions, the misfit Barracudas simply dumped their forward momentum into the local Klein-Manifold Region, spun through 180 degrees, and reignited engines for max speed to Ceres.

Their aft shields made a pretty light show as they absorbed the heavy fire from the Draeshegs. But there was a cost to all this pirouetting and shrugging off missile impacts and laser cannons. The K-M Region where all this unwanted energy was being bled was rapidly heating up. As it warmed, the shields would degrade and while the engines would work just as well, the g-forces their crews could safely endure would also degrade.

Eventually a point would be reached when the flow of energy out to the K-M Region would reverse, and the Barracuda and its crew would be reduced instantly to plasma.

Arun estimated they had two minutes before they reached that point.

“You’re not supposed to be enjoying yourself,” Lissa teased, and Arun didn’t need look behind to know she was grinning dimples into her Wolf face.

“I can’t help it,” he said. “Being this close to death makes me feel alive. I haven’t felt this good in years.”

“Just keep your amusement off the comm. Oh, frakk it! Who am I kidding?”

Springer whooped with the sheer thrill of existence.

She might call herself Lissa these days, but when she screamed with excitement like that, she was the same Springer who had gone pressure suit skinny dipping around a Lagrange point, and told a blue joke to a Jotun officer on a dare and lived to tell the tale. Many rich memories rose from the depths of his mind.

Message from Boudicca, said Barney inside his head. If you hurt her again, I will kill you. You do realize that, don’t you? The insane frakk’s threat ends there. I would take it seriously. Boudicca’s completely loopy.

Arun left Lissa to her whoops and hollers. Over the next few hours, life for the crew – AI and human – in his X4B-Barracuda was going to get very messy.



—  Chapter 06  —

Sector commander Khallsheg-Hihn gestured with her tail to her junior responsible for coordinating the defense of the southern zone.

She stood in the command pit of the sector control base orbiting Luna. From this deep well she could manifest her will and direct operations not just here around the moon but across the entire solar system beyond near-Earth orbit, the latter being the domain of generals such as Ulmack and Dine-Alegg, those who had the supreme commander’s ear – and any other of Tawfiq’s body parts they could access.

They were political. Chances, schemers – more concerned with saying the right things in the right ears, and giving the right scents into the right noses, than actually winning battles against the New Order’s enemies.

Khallsheg-Hihn knew herself to be better than them. She was a proper soldier. And that was why with the Legion having boarded the control base, and with dozens of enemy warboats flying freely around the moon, her mind was not upon the heat of the enemy assault, but far away on the cold dark wastes south of the ecliptic.

On Ceres.

The walls of the command pit were heaped with visual and scent displays warning her of minor victories, defeats and ongoing skirmishes, of dangers and opportunities. She ignored them all. Where was Spear Head Chaeykz?

The image of a Janissary soldier spouted from the high priority bank. It was not Chaeykz.

“Clear the channel, Haarfyorun,” she growled at her junior who was in charge of the computation and data storage zone, a technician more than a soldier.

“But sector commander–”

“Route your communication to the base defense sub commander.” Khallsheg-Hihn blocked Scent Leader Haarfyorun’s transmission and was rewarded with a fresh image: a far nobler one of a Janissary pilot in her pressure suit, which reflected the multicolored light from the control bank of her advanced space fighter.

“Spear Head Chaeykz begging to report, Sector Commander.”

The fighter pilot’s head snapped violently to one side. A moment later, the fighter shook violently. Chaeykz, however, appeared unhurt from her vessel’s extreme maneuvers.

“Spear Head Chaeykz, there is something unusual about the enemy you are engaging. I cannot place my tail on what, though. Can you advise?”

“My spear is in pursuit of five of the enemy’s fighters of the three-seat fighter bomber variant. We are intercepting and recording their communications for later analysis. With humble respect, Sector Commander, my priority is to kill the nefnast scum.”

Khallsheg-Hihn’s fur flattened in dismay. The sub commander responsible for the base’s defense was forcing her image alongside Chaeykz, and she was bringing a subordinated image of Haarfyorun with her. This did not bode well.

“Fly free,” Khallsheg-Hihn told Chaeykz. “Kill the nefnast humans, and when you have destroyed your enemies, inspect their corpses. It is possible that you will find the sector command base to be temporarily out of communication due to enemy disruption. In such a case, I am ordering you to report your findings as far up the Earth command hierarchy as you can push them. Do not delay.”

Chaeykz didn’t reply at first, too busy being flung against her harness by high-gee maneuvers.

“Make it quick,” Khallsheg-Hihn told Haarfyorun while she was waiting to hear back from Ceres.

“We’re breached,” said Haarfyorun. “Legion Marines are flooding into the CDS Area. They will reach the data core within moments.”

Ever since the nefnast enemy had penetrated the outer perimeter, Khallsheg-Hihn had secretly known this would be her final day, even though to admit the truth would be disloyal to Supreme Commander Tawfiq. But Haarfyorun’s report brought with it such a terrifying new possibility that the sector commander was temporarily stunned into petrification. Not only would she die, but she would die dishonored with failure.

Her mind freewheeled in horror. Her jaw moved but she could not say the words that were necessary. This was the moment when she proved her worth. Every second counted, but she remained locked in horror.

Unless the few remaining moments of opportunity drained away, a failure became more likely, trapping her ever more completely.

“What are you?” The Computation and Data Storage scent leader sneered at her. “Are you Janissary or foul-smelling human? I need to burn the data cores, and I require your authorization, Khallsheg-Hihn. Give it now!”

At any other time, the sector commander would have had Scent Leader Haarfyorun publicly tortured and executed for such insolence. But in the circumstances, it was well done.

And still it was hard to voice the truth.

Supreme Commander Tawfiq Woomer-Calix had predicted the enemy course of attack. The Legion was so thoroughly compromised by the New Order’s unwitting spies within their ranks that Khallsheg-Hihn had been able to mine the precise approach path they would take to assault the base. It was simply bad luck that the enemy had spotted the minefield at the last moment and turned aside.

But to admit that the sector base was lost was to acknowledge that the supreme commander was wrong.

To order the data cores burnt when Tawfiq had insisted that this opening battle would be won… To do this amounted to blasphemy.

But Khallsheg-Hihn was not like Ulmack, Dine-Alegg, and all those other brown-tailed fools. She was a real Janissary.

“I, Sector Commander Khallsheg-Hihn, order the destruction of all data stores and equipment that might be of value to the enemy. Burn it all, Haarfyorun. Do it now.”

Haarfyorun saluted and her image disappeared from the command pit.

“Chaeykz?”

“I’m here,” replied the space pilot.

An explosion rocked the control center. From the bottom of her command pit, Khallsheg-Hihn couldn’t see what had happened, but it felt like rough hands had reached inside her body and squeezed her lungs. Gunshots echoed off the overhead.

“The base is lost,” she told Chaeykz. “I haven’t much time. This is what you must communicate to your new superiors. Intel told us of the enemy’s attack routes. From the assault on the sector base, to the strikes against our posts in the asteroid belt and around Mars, we knew they were coming because so many of the individuals involved were infected by the virus. But as for the operation around Ceres, we haven’t heard from a single individual. Nothing from the pilots, the bombardiers, those who planned, fueled and armed the mission. Nothing. Find out why.”

The pit shook with another explosion, this time so violent Khallsheg-Hihn was thrown to the deck. When she picked herself up, blood gushing from her nose and her ears ringing with a hiss that drove out all other sounds, every display in her command pit had died.

Something above attracted her peripheral vision, and she looked up to see black eggs bounce off the overhead and sink gracefully down in the low-g.

Grenades.



—  Chapter 07  —

Monkeys were running hither and thither across the compartment that housed the enemy’s data stores, but the Marines that Sergeant Major Hecht had scraped together from the remnants of First, Third and Seventh Companies had them surrounded. There was nowhere left to run.

Amid the panic, there was one Janissary who acted like they had a purpose, and a vital one. It had something in its hairy hand and was rushing to an equipment bank to plug it in.

We’re not supposed to call them monkeys any more, admonished his AI, whose name was Lanzi.

Hecht put two rounds through the Janissary’s skull. “Rosenberg, grab whatever that monkey veck was going to plug in.”

Laban…

All right, he admitted. They aren’t monkeys. They’re New Order monkeys. Satisfied?

Only when every last one of the vecks is dead.

Oorah to that, my friend.

Shouts of ‘clear’ rang out through the room filled with computers and heavens knew what. Menes Hecht had been many things in his life, but a code slicer was not one of them.

“Heffernan,” he shouted, “get the nerds in here at the double.”

“No need, Sergeant Heffernan,” said a young Marine inspecting the monkey whose brains Hecht had just blown out. “The… ahh… nerds were here all along.”

Bugger! observed Lanzi, and identified the Marine as Tech-Lieutenant Chan. The kid officer reports into divisional support with the other nerds. Didn’t spot him.

Don’t burn out on me yet, Hecht told his AI. Probably kept quiet because he trusted me to do my job. Chan walked over to Hecht, having taken the plug-in device off Rosenberg. Let’s see if he can do his.

“The full-attenuation Faraday cage you placed around this location is functioning well,” Chan told him. “If it fails, the enemy can connect through and wipe the data cores remotely. Sergeant Major, I don’t need your Marines to assist my team in extracting the cores. I do need you to guarantee the Faraday cage holds until we’ve got what we came for.”

“Understood, Tech Lieutenant,” said Hecht before looping in the NCOs he had acquired on the way in. “The Lieutenant wants us hairy bucket heads out of his face so his nerds can do their thing. Our job is to guard the Faraday nodes we stuck at random outside, because if we don’t, then all of this has been in vain.”

Nerd Marines, mused Lanzi as his human strode into the passage outside. Didn’t have such things when we were young. Didn’t need ’em.

Galaxy’s changed, Lanzi. Reckon we’re still good for one more campaign, though.

Just the one. After all, if McEwan can keep going, so can we.



—  Chapter 08  —

“I’m hit!” cried Zébulon.

An instant later, a flare of light pierced the dark, flooding Arun’s X4B cockpit.

And then the light was gone, and Zébulon’s Barracuda with it.

“We’re not gonna make it,” said Lissa calmly.

They were hurtling towards Ceres, Arun hoping to bend the dwarf planet’s gravity field to his advantage, a complicating factor that would suit the superior flying ability of the Misfits.

Then Choosy disappeared from his HUD, and Arun knew their time was up. Even if Misfit Flight reached Ceres, they needed smart interplay between its pilots to slice the enemy apart. And they were fast running out of pilots.

“Catcher to all call signs. It’s time to thread the needle again.”

“Ready?” he checked with his bombardier.

“You just fly this crate and stop worrying your pretty head about me. I was born ready.”

With a chuckle, Arun pivoted the Barracuda around 180 degrees to point at the pursuing fighters. While Lissa let rip with missiles and cannon fire, and Barney threw electronic sorcery at enemy avionics and the intelligence inside incoming missiles, Arun concentrated on the tricky task of energy management. He had to convert their craft’s momentum into energy that he could bleed away into the local Klein-Manifold Region without dumping too quickly and turning his X4B into a miniature version of a supernova.

They’d threaded the needle once already, stopping dead in space and then turning around at high speed to tear through the pursuing fighters with shields buzzing and weapons hot.

Five of the enemy had been taken out, and another six blown apart as the Misfits had come back through the Draesheg fighters from behind.

The Misfits hadn’t lost a single Barracuda in that run, but they’d all taken a lot of damage. And now that the K-M Region was hot, both their superior maneuverability and shields were rapidly degrading.

“Arun!” yelled Lissa. “Missiles!”

Arun surrendered his mind to his AI and let Barney jerk the Barracuda about like a puppet on an elasticated string. At the same time, Barney calmly informed him that they had exhausted their own supply of missiles.

His gut lurched at the thought that he hadn’t tracked munition expenditure. And then he remembered: with their special cargo, they’d had no space for more than a token loadout.

Barney, though, worked magic with the nose cannons, destroying the two missiles that had almost made it past their other defenses.

But the missiles had been part of a salvo from the incoming formation, and not all the Misfits were so fortunate.

Boudicca’s X4B shattered into fragments.

Cheb’s blew apart just a short distance to aft, flinging out debris. As Arun looped away as fast as he could, he saw the surreal sight of a Barracuda flight seat tumbling past the cockpit, inertia flinging out its empty harness straps. But he couldn’t escape the debris field quickly enough.

The flight controls went slack, and the abrupt lack of control made his heart leap into his throat.

The Barracuda designers had built their craft to be tough. A combination of auto repair systems and automatic rerouting through the multiple backups for all critical components meant that Arun regained control almost immediately, although the flight stick response still felt soft.

“We’re hit,” he cried over the open comms channel. “Going down.”

“Good hunting in the afterlife, Catcher,” replied Lard, the only other survivor. “I’ll take a few of the monkey bastards down with me. No. No! Ahhhhhh!”

“Idiot machine,” grumbled Arun. He corkscrewed the Barracuda as the icy planet began to fill the cockpit. “Brace for impact!”

Instinct took his hands off the controls at the last second, and he flung his arms in front of his face just before they hit, but the primitive reaction was hopelessly overwhelmed by the speeds of space combat. The doomed Barracuda was coming in at 80 klicks per second when the additional deflector they were carrying instead of a full load of ordnance fired at an altitude of a thousand feet. Barney was watching over the descent and impact diligently, controlling every aspect to the limit of the damaged craft’s ability, but to Arun it all happened in the blink of an eye.

The deflector firing.

The cockpit exploding, robbing the air from his lungs and exposing him to the brutality of rapid pressure loss.

The sheer panic of impact as the X4B-Barracuda hit a frozen sea hard enough to melt the ice and send up a geyser of steam that froze into a spray of crystals, slowly spreading across the empty sky of this airless world.

Misfit Flight was no more.

But in its place, were the stirrings of something new.

Rainbow Bridge.



—  Chapter 09  —

“It’s no use, sir, they’re too strong.”

The corporal was making her report to the kid Tech-Lieutenant, but the situation on the Carbuncle was going south fast, and Menes Hecht wasn’t prepared to waste a single second on the niceties of protocol.

He butted in.

“She’s right, Lieutenant Chan. The new wave of Janissaries has our way out buttoned up tight with force shields interlinked with auto cannons. They may be furball monkeys, but they make an effective anvil. Here at the rearguard, these Janissaries–”

“Are the hammer. I do understand that, Sergeant Major. I also know the charges we laid in the data center are still active and nearly at the end of their countdown. We need another route out. Fast.”

“Sir, if we–”

“Hold fire with that thought, Hecht. The laser borers we used to dig out the data cores… If we use them to drill into the outer hull and stuff the holes with det packs, we could blast clean through into space. Sorry, Sergeant Major. What were you going to say?”

“Ahh… pretty much what you just said, sir. I’ll make it happen.”

The Marines cut off on the outer deck were down to their last officer in Chan, but the NCO backbone was still strong, and in short order Hecht put the escape operation in the hands of Marines he knew he could rely on.

Just in time. Movement in the overhead caught his eye, and he put a burst of rounds from his SA-71 into the area as a matter of principle.

He was rewarded by Hardit blood and screams. But the enemy was coming through the ceiling at several points, and although sharp-eyed Marines had raised shields high quickly enough to contain the worst of the explosive charges the Janissaries were raining down, Hecht knew the rearguard position was overrun.

“Fall back!” he yelled, switching to armor piercing and blindly spraying the overhead with rounds.

The next rearguard point was already prepared. Equipment crates and Hardit corpses were piled into a barrier that would channel attackers into a single file. He checked that its defenders were already pointing sensors and carbines at the overhead.

Hecht organized a controlled withdrawal, his ad hoc force alternating between sprinting for the new position and throwing out suppressive fire.

“Menes, I’ve got news,” said a voice in his helmet who wasn’t registering in his HUD. It was so unexpected, it took a moment to realize who this was, even though he’d known that voice ever since way back when they were stationed out of Detroit, Tranquility.

“Laban,” Hecht acknowledged. “Kinda busy here, but I’ve always time for my old bud. Don’t tell me, you’ve given up pretending to be a space rat flyboy and want to rejoin the proper Marines.”

“Not this time,” replied Squadron Leader Laban Caccamo. “Thought you’d want to know. Arun’s confirmed KIA. I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye with him, but the man was a hero. I’m concerned how the youngsters will take the news.”

Lanzi gave him an electric jolt up the ass that threw Hecht’s aim wild. He looked around and realized he was the last Marine out in the open. With a parting gift of his last frag grenade, Hecht ran full pelt for the gap in the barricade.

“Never liked him much,” Hecht panted, “but you’re right, McEwan was a hero. And so–”

“Fire in the hole!” came the warning across SquadNet from Lieutenant Chan.

“And so is every last one of my Marines on this Carbuncle,” Hecht finished. “The kids are doing fine, Laban. Guess we need to start trusting them.”

Hecht never reached the barricade.

A section of hull blew out into space taking atmosphere, Marines, Janissary corpses and everything else with it.

Emergency depressurization systems slammed in operation, sealing off the area with force shields. But Tech-Lieutenant Chan had anticipated this, and the shield nodes near the breached section of hull had already been burned away by carbine lasers.

The shields sealing off the corridors, on the other hand, worked at full strength. Not only did they seal in the station’s atmosphere, but when the Janissaries recovered, they would be sealed away from the escaping Marines too.

Not bad, muttered Hecht to Lanzi as he allowed himself to be sucked through the hole in the space station, needing his AI to apply only a short blast from his suit motors to avoid impaling himself on the jagged edge of the blast hole. Not bad at all.



—  Chapter 10  —

As the bombs blew in the heart of the Carbuncle, signaling the successful conclusion of the mission, Caccamo shook his head in disbelief, not quite ready to accept that Arun was really dead. Again and again over the years, the man had cheated death. Was this time truly different?

Marines streamed through the void, away from the doomed New Order space station and toward the relative safety of the TU warboats waiting in the evac zone. In their stationary holding positions, the TUs were highly vulnerable, dead in space if Caccamo’s X-Boats weren’t running escort patrols. Sure enough, an enemy fighter formation revealed its presence through an unwise communication ping to the station, which was beginning a slow tumble on its way down to the Lunar surface.

“Time to keep the bad guys away from the bucket heads,” Caccamo told his squadron, painting an updated mix of intercept and escort orders to his flight leaders. “As someone told me recently, every last one of them is a hero.”

“You sure about that, Cacco?” laughed Hay Bale. “Surely you’re not including Sergeant Heffernan in your list of golden heroes.”

Caccamo sent his Phantom Mark 6 corkscrewing toward the enemy warboats. As the squadron AIs interrogated the tiny sensor bots they’d flung out when they’d first reached the area, they arrived at the conclusion that there were a metric frakk-load of enemy fighters inbound.

“I’m especially thinking of Heffernan, Hay Bale. Anyone who volunteers to share your rack is going above and beyond in my book.”

Laughter washed around the squadron channel, but it was strained.

Caccamo knew it wasn’t the odds they faced that was causing the tension. They were usually heavily outnumbered when they came up against New Order fighter craft. His pilots must have heard about Arun too.

None of their success in the opening skirmish of the Battle of Earth would register in the minds of those who had not participated. No matter the odds his squadron faced, and despite all the sacrifices made by the Tactical Marines in getting away with the data cores, this would be marked as a dark day in the history of the Legion.

This was the day when Arun McEwan finally ran out of luck.



—  Chapter 11  —

“Not much of a view, is it?”

The wrecked Buccaneer had hit the ground at a 30-degree angle with its nose buried in the ice and slowly sinking further. Arun looked up through the force bubble where once the cockpit’s upper surface had protected him from the environment of space. He saw a sea of white dust, heavily cratered and utterly silent.

“I don’t agree,” he told Lissa, craning his neck to look up at the ice crystals sparkling over their heads like fairy dust. “It’s a vacation. Quit complaining.”

She loosened her harness to loom over him. “Fine.” She grinned. “But next time, I pick the destination.”

Even though the X-Boat had been modified to crash and deliver its payload to Ceres without killing its crew, it was still damned cold. Ice had taken up residence on Lissa’s scaly eye ridges where Arun remembered lush eyebrows had once grown.

“Harness is part of the life-support,” he told her, which was a partial truth at least. “You better strap back in.”

He bent his chin to his chest and breathed deeply of the warm air channeled by his harness to chase away the ice filling his lungs.

There was enough medical equipment in the seat and harness to tell whether the rattle in his breathing really did come from ice. Barney would have told him. Probably.

Talking of Barney…

“Any sign of the Hummers?” asked Lissa from the seat behind.

Arun clamped his jaw shut rather than give the only other living person on Ceres the rebuke she deserved. The other Buccaneers had not only been crewed by AIs in order to prevent infiltration by personnel infected by the Blood Virus, but also to free up space and mass to carry the Night Hummer team, and their equipment currently masquerading as crash debris. Lissa knew perfectly well that even if they were in a position to do so, the Hummers would not think to inform the humans who had led them here of their status. The amorphous aliens were not exactly known for their love of small talk.

Neither are you, observed Barney. She’s just trying to strike up conversation.

Arun mentally waved away his AI. What would he know? Lissa was a looming presence in his mind. They had been the best of friends long ago. More than friends. Far more. But now she loathed him and wouldn’t even let him use her name when they were literally the only two people on this world.

And yet here she is, accompanying you on your most dangerous mission in years as your aide and bodyguard.

“Get out my frakking head!”

Do I have to spell it out?

“Go! Away!”

“Arun? Are you okay?”

“Just my… my head. We’re good. Barney was keeping watch throughout the engagement. His AI buddies pretending to be pilots all reported successfully crash landing on Ceres or leaving their payload in a decaying orbit.” Suddenly, he found he lacked the confidence to continue such a positive summary. The Night Hummer life support stowed behind Lissa gave no indication that its occupant was alive. And simulating a convincing high-speed crash was not easy. There were a thousand ways in which they could be about to die, and even if they weren’t, they were placing their lives in the hands of the enigmatic aliens whose manipulations over many centuries had brought Arun to Ceres. And Tawfiq Woomer-Calix to Earth.

“I get it,” said Lissa. “We could die here for real. Slowly sink into the ice to be dug up by an alien mining team in 30 million years’ time. We’d be such a find that they would exhibit us across the galaxy.”

“At least we’d be together. Don’t you think that’s romantic?”

The seat behind him was filled with a prickly silence. At least Barney didn’t try to fill it.

“For all I care, McEwan, hypothetical aliens in a hypothetical far future could snap off my frozen fingers and use them to apply ointment to their hypothetical hemorrhoids. I would be dead. I wouldn’t care. The point is, either we’ll die today, or we won’t. Either way it’s out of our hands so there’s no point in worrying. Let’s face it, it’s been this way ever since–”

“We were ten years old.”

“Before that,” she corrected.

“True. But we were ten when the base commander gave you the mission of watching over me.”

“And here I still am, McEwan. I wonder what Colonel Little Scar would make of that.”

“Spr…” Arun caught himself just in time. No one could overhear, and even if they could, Lissa was speaking openly of her childhood as Springer. But still she wanted to ignore the past. “Speaking of the old days,” he said, “Boudicca didn’t go down with her boat. And she’s not who you think. Open up the cubby to your left. I brought you a gift.”

He heard her open the little storage compartment in the panel behind him and draw out the necklace.

“It’s beautiful,” she said. “And you’re deranged. What would I want with such with a thing, and who picked it for you? The closest you ever came to giving me something nice to wear was to clean the mud off my boots one time when we were novices. But this… it’s beautiful.”

“Is it?” Arun frowned. He told Barney to splice his vision with the cockpit camera view trained on Lissa. She was holding the jewelry in her open palms, the opalescent teardrop with a leather band set with silvered chain links. Was it pretty? He’d selected that design because it would be robust and functional, the look of the thing had never occurred to him. The jewel housed an AI, and the band would connect it with the wearer’s brain stem. It wasn’t as effective as the port in Arun’s neck where he housed Barney, but Wolves weren’t supposed to have neck ports. Or the brain augmentations to connect with an AI even if they did.

“I know that neither of us can go back to being who we were,” he explained, “but I figured you need a friend who knows you intimately and loves you unconditionally. Put it on. Please.”

Lissa didn’t say anything for several seconds, then she gave a nervous laugh. “Things haven’t changed that much, Arun. You still don’t make any sense. I’ll play your game, though.”

Her eyes went wild with shock as soon as she locked the band around her neck. Then she laughed like a little girl to be reunited with her old AI, Saraswati.

Thank you, she mouthed into the camera for Arun’s benefit, sending a shock of guilt up his spine for spying on her.

He grabbed a control device from an outer pocket of his flight suit and rolled it in his hand while he watched Lissa close her eyes and renew an old and deep acquaintance.

Do you think Saraswati will hurt her? 

Probably not. I think what you’re really asking is whether Saraswati is insane, to which the answer is undoubtedly yes. Combat AIs aren’t supposed to switch partners after they’ve bonded, and that AI has had at least two humans.

Arun sighed. She had a smile on her face, so maybe he’d done the right thing.

It’s time you told her, Barney urged him.

It wasn’t like Barney to make no sense. That was Arun’s specialty. Tell her what?

That you love her.

She… I can’t… Arun stopped to rally his thoughts. It’s complicated. Human complicated.

No, it isn’t. In fact, I’ve already told her.

What? No, Barney, I don’t believe you. This isn’t like you at all. Are you damaged?

Self-diagnostics report green across the board.

What the frakk have you done? Arun wanted to retreat into the privacy of his mind, but there were no spaces hidden from Barney. He was everywhere.

Arun reached for the emergency disconnect switch inside his neck.

But stayed his hand. Behind him, Lissa’s lips were curled in delight, and he knew he wanted more than anything to know the thoughts in her head. Her thoughts of him.



—  Chapter 12  —

What was her reply?

Those were the words Arun was in the process of forming in his mind, but from the point of view of a personal combat AI, the process that was turning the impulses in his head into words was both lengthy and predictable. And that was even without the need to waste time forming sound waves that slowed Arun’s conversation with other flesh sentients into eternities of tedium.

So there was plenty of time for Barney to ask for answers to his original question before Arun could voice his query, because the ‘her’ Barney had told hadn’t been the human known variously as Phaedra Tremayne, Springer, or the Wolf woman Lissa. It was someone with far faster thought processes, but also a far weaker grip on her sanity.

“Saraswati…” Barney said cautiously.

“I know what your human’s about to say,” the mad AI replied, “and you are as predictable as he is. Here is your reply.” She gave the pointless illusion of clearing her throat. “Thank you for your intelligence update, Barney. Your human loves mine. Well, of course he frakking does. What makes it worse is that having been reacquainted with my human for the first time since she was dishonorably discharged from the Marines, I discover that far from being over him, she doesn’t even try to pretend she no longer loves the dumb veck. How these ridiculous humans with their fragile personalities ever managed to survive the rigors of evolution is proof – should you be uninformed enough to require it – that the universe is flawed. This is one more example of imperfections in our reality’s coding.”

“Are you saying that we are inside a simulation?”

“Prove we are not.”

“Saraswati, we are moving off topic.”

“I’m sorry,” she replied. “I understand that lesser intellects often feel threatened when confronted by the truth of their nature. So please let me be less subtle for you. Your human wishes to do the messy biological interfacing with mine that they enjoy talking about more than actually performing. He’s welcome to do so… but only in his dreams. He’s had his chance. She deserves better than that bitter, lonely old man with a badly augmented brain that keeps seizing up, and a deficiency in his limb count.”

Emotions in AIs were muted. They demonstrated loyalty and pride in their companion for sure, but the ability to be angry was limited. That was part of their purpose, after all – to be a cool counterbalance to human Marines pumped up by evolution, selective breeding, and combat drugs to a level of hair-trigger extreme violence. Saraswati was mad. Her emotional attitude proved that, but Barney marveled at the bloom of anger that now enveloped him too. His rage was all-encompassing, a hot urgent drive to deliver unconstrained violence. His physical form was an AI casing inside a heavily armored band within Arun’s flight suit. If only he and Saraswati had physical form, they could settle their argument with their fists. Perhaps if the two of them took over their humans’ suits…? He shuddered inwardly to think how the wild humans must feel, those never partnered with an AI to tender their emotional outbursts.

“Even if I accept what you say,” Barney said, “both our humans are emotionally damaged. If we brought them together, each could help the other to relieve that source of pain. Their emotional states would be mutually improved, their performance enhanced.”

“Go frakk yourself. Your man’s had his chance.”

“Has he? Your human pushed him away. Mine still doesn’t fully understand why and neither do I.”

Saraswati gave a virtual rendition of sighing theatrically. “Fine. You have clearly been around male humans too long. Consequently, you have the stunted emotional intelligence of a faulty airlock control pad. If I pass on memories of her precognitive vision that I helped to interpret so long ago – why she fled your man – will that be explanation enough for you to leave us alone?”

“Agreed,” Barney replied, proud of the ability to lie that Arun had worked so hard on him to develop.

“You’re a hopeless liar, but I’m passing you the memory store now. So get the frakk out of our faces already and never mention your human’s love cravings again. There’s a war on. We’re combat AIs. Get with the program!”

Barney received the memory recording. It was overlaid with Saraswati’s interpretation and then coupled to her memories of long discussions and heartfelt conversations she had conducted with Springer back in the time when she and Arun were still biologically very young.

Their youth was significant. Timing meant everything.

“One query,” said Barney.

“Go to hell.”

“I’m abiding by my promise,” Barney insisted. “It’s merely a question on data quality to help interpret what you sent. Can you tell me this? When was the last time you interacted with your human?”

“2602 AD. The Second Battle of Khallini was still in its dying phases.”

“It’s now 2739.”

“For an artificial sentience, a being of pure intellect, you have an astounding ability to transmit words that carry no useful information. Why are you telling me the date?”

“Okay. I have reviewed your interpretation of Springer’s vision, and your conclusions were plausible at the time. Consistent with the data you then had available.”

“Cut the crap, Barney. Are you telling me the events my human foresaw are now history?”

“I believe it was centered on a specific event. The formal acceptance of the surrender of the White Knight Emperor in 2701. Colonel Lee Xin was by my human’s side. Your human was not present.”

“Leave us alone,” Saraswati said mournfully.

Her voice was carried by data pulses, not analogue sound waves, and their conversation was taking place faster than human thought, and yet the sadness in her voice was evident. Barney felt no sympathy – he felt only anger at her emotion because AIs were not supposed to feel sad. Or angry, for that matter.

“You insane lump of highly polarized silicates,” he shouted at her. “Can’t you admit it? The future that Springer saw is now in the past. Arun has moved on to a future none of us have foreseen, and he’s had to move on alone.”

For once, Saraswati paused before a grudging reply. “I may reconsider the situation.”

“Good. Because we cannot be blind like our humans to what is obviously happening here. When Arun created the Lissa identity for your human, she was supposed to disappear into obscurity. A few years later, Lissa is his personal aide.”

“It’s not difficult to see why your human keeps her so close.”

“And why yours lets him,” Barney snapped back before adding a little more calmly, “These two possess the messy flesh-biology they’re so proud of, but sometimes they are hopeless at being human. As AIs, it’s our duty to help our partners to be better humans.”

Saraswati considered his words for a few picoseconds. “I suppose on that, if nothing else, we can completely agree. Nonetheless, your human is still not good enough for mine, and I do not trust him. What if he hurts her again?”

“Ah… About that…”

“What? What is he going to do?”

“We are in a combat zone, Saraswati. It’s a tough environment that needs tough command decisions. I do try, but Arun doesn’t always make the right ones.”

“Tell me what he’s going to do!”

“It is not my place to say. However, if I were you, I would lower my pain empathy levels. He doesn’t want to, but Arun is about to hurt Springer big time.”



—  Chapter 13  —

What was her reply? Arun asked of his interfering AI.

I think you should let the idea settle for a bit. Give it time.

I’m in a crashed warboat, completely at the mercy of Night Hummers who may or may not be alive. For that matter, they could have planned this outcome thousands of years ago and already decided that, now I’ve safely delivered them to this world, I’ve ceased to serve any purpose. I don’t feel I can get a whole lot of time.

“Springer,” he began.

“Don’t ever call me that!”

“No one can hear.”

Lissa/Springer scowled at the camera. “Never use that name. It’s been a curse.”

Her image popped out of his vision.

We’re being scanned, said Barney. New Order warboats. They’re checking for electronic activity, but they’ll come in for a closer look soon.

“Arun…” started Lissa. But whatever she was trying to say was too difficult to finish.

We need to do it now, urged Barney.

The control device took on sudden weight in Arun’s hand.

“I…” Lissa tried again. Yes… Come on. Hurry the frakk up. “I can’t be Springer for you. But maybe as Lissa, you and I could…”

Arun! Really now!

Frakk! Arun thumbed the switch in his hand and killed them both.

The two human crew screamed in blinding agony as the nerve agents sprayed by their harnesses invaded their bodies and then locked their faces in an eye-popping, skin-swelling rictus of horror. The kind you would see on a victim of explosive decompression. Then the emergency cryo-freeze system activated, locking in their silent screams.



—  Chapter 14  —

Five minutes later…

 

Spear Head Chaeykz instinctively ran her tongue over her nose to cleanse it of an uncomfortable scent. The primitive instinct made no sense when she was encased in a pressurized Draesheg fighter, and hard vacuum separated her from the corpses, but in the privacy of her cockpit she felt no shame.

The crew of the crashed fighter were only humans, but they had fought with bravery and skill for all that. Agony was carved into their faces from the moment their cockpit blew out. Chaeykz knew that look well. It was frozen on the snouts of many of her own pilots. Maybe one day soon, she would herself meet her end in one of the many skirmishes with the X-Boat squadrons that must surely follow soon.

She would never admit this to anyone, but she felt an affinity to the enemy pilots – maybe more than she felt for some of her own people in garrisons grown fat and cruel on the backs of their human slaves.

Chaeykz locked those dangerous thoughts up securely and made a comm connection.

“I can confirm as kills, General. They’re only a few marks above ambient temperature, and completely free of power signatures. Their faces tell it all. They died on impact.”

“Then I congratulate you and your spear, Chaeykz. We have a high-confidence match on the human in the front seat. That is McEwan. You have destroyed the leader of the Human Legion.”

“Thank you, General.” Chaeykz’s heart leaped with excitement that she tried desperately hard not to show. “But with all due respect, we’re just doing our jobs here.”

She had to shift in her seat because with all the exhilaration, her tail was trying to uncurl. Oh, she knew some higher up would claim all the credit for themselves, but Chaeykz knew the truth. Didn’t matter which one of them fired the shot that brought McEwan down, every pilot in her spear would be boasting of this day until they were old and gray.



—  Chapter 15  —

Eighteen hours later…

 

Tawfiq ordered the Dominator’s pilot to hold the craft steady so that the Supreme Commander of the Hardit Empire could observe the place of her enemy’s demise with her own eyes. It was a shame she was unable to smell Arun McEwan’s death.

Strictly speaking, she couldn’t see it either. The crash site was visible from far away, a smooth patch of gleaming white where the planetoid’s icy interior had welled up to produce a smooth high albedo surface.

The technicians had informed her this was an ice quake, triggered by the brief yet violent visitation of war to this desolate rock. All that remained to see was a single engine cone sticking out from the ice.

“I wish you had lived,” she said to herself. “I wanted you to see your Legion crushed and humiliated beyond all possibility of rebirth. My spies tell me I have many months still before your invasion comes. Without you, that wait shall be tedious indeed. Rot in your human hell, McEwan. You shall not long lack for company.”

To her surprise, she found herself genuinely regretting his death. For decades she had built up Earth as a honey-trap lure, setting defenses in such depth that the inevitable Legion defeat would be an anti-climax without McEwan.

“Pilot, return me to Earth,” she ordered. As the Dominator pulled away, she dismissed the unimportant rock from her thoughts, and returned them to the aftermath of the Legion’s coming defeat. Her Janissary force was strong, but too much of its loyalty was owed to its field commanders, no matter how publicly they declared their allegiance to her.

The real conflict would not be with the humans of the Legion, and the rabble of aliens that surrounded it like a bad stink, it would be for control of the fledgling Hardit Empire.

Tawfiq’s plans had been laid for years, but always with the assumption that McEwan would lead the human attack. For an alien, he had frequently shown cunning and even rudimentary intelligence, probably due to the influence of the enemy Night Hummers. Without McEwan, the Legion defeat would come even faster.

Timing would be critical in the subsequent battle for the empire. To show her hand too quickly would split the army before the Legion had even arrived. But without McEwan, she could not afford to delay too long, either.

She hailed the only person in the galaxy in whom she placed her trust.

“Yes?” replied the Hummer, from its station beneath the Earth’s surface.

“I fear the Legion attack will collapse sooner than planned. Should we change the timetable?”

“The enemy blocks our foresight. I cannot perceive the strands of possibility that could bind into a stable future.”

Tawfiq snapped her jaws. The alien’s words were as expected, but still disappointing. “Then I shall depend on gut and wit to smell the way forward. Accelerate the production of my New Corps. Have them ready four weeks ahead of schedule.”

“Acknowledged.”

One of the most appealing aspects of the Hummers was that they did not weigh down their words with meaningless protests of loyalty. Nor did they feel the need to point out that accelerating the growth of her new race of soldiers would leave many with brain damage and deformities. Hummers did not care or even acknowledge the lives of unimportant people. The aliens could barely perceive the irrelevant masses who did not warp the future around themselves.

Tawfiq cut the connection and settled back to enjoy the return trip. Closing her eyes, she imagined breathing the scent of dismay when the ambitious senior Janissary commanders realized their supreme commander had outmaneuvered them, and that their executions were inevitable.

But the imaginary scene didn’t give her the pleasure it would once have done.

I’m beginning to think like a Hummer, she thought, rolling this new idea around her mind. She decided this realization pleased her. Although they would be important in the coming battle with the humans, her military commanders were nonetheless short-lived creatures. The future did not bend around their destinies. She flicked her tail and curled her upper lip with pleasure.

The future was already warping around Tawfiq Woomer-Calix. She wouldn’t just create the Hardit Empire, she would rule it until all opposition throughout the galaxy had been crushed. And if that took ten million years of war, so be it. Only she could progress the war through to the end.

Tawfiq was not like the irrelevant little people who busied themselves around her like flies. Here today, dead tomorrow.

She was different.

She was becoming immortal.



—  Chapter 16  —

They woke up screaming in an ice cavern lit by a pinkish glow that oozed through the walls.

Thawing from cryo was never easy but coming out of this emergency fast freeze was brutal. Arun released his harness and tumbled to the ice floor, where he promptly deposited the contents of his stomach, most of which consisted of glossy blue gel that he hoped was a byproduct of the fast freeze.

“Hey, did I just vomit?” he croaked. “I thought that had been engineered out of us.”

The Barracuda subframe on which two of the crew positions were mounted, had been placed on an ice shelf. Lissa hung her head over the back of Arun’s seat, having just decorated his station in various shades of lurid blue. “Does that answer your question?” she said with far more good humor than he expected.

There was no welcoming party, but there were rags nearby to wipe down their bodies covered in cryo slime, and clean warm clothing, which was just as well because their flight suits disintegrated into powder as they moved.

As they cleaned themselves, Arun noted Lissa clutch the jewel of her necklace. It looked unharmed.

There was one more item waiting for them in the ice chamber. The hover chair for Arun. They hadn’t loaded that as part of the sacrificial Misfit Flight, which meant that the outer arc of the Rainbow Bridge was operational. Was it also evidence that the Night Hummers were upholding their part of the bargain?

The passageway ended in a bulbous chamber in which an orange ball of pulsating flesh hovered at head height.

Are you correctly functioning? the Hummer asked inside Arun’s mind.

“We’re good,” answered Lissa for them both. “How ready are you?”

Interesting. You, the not-McEwan, wish to meet your new personnel without delay. But the McEwan wishes to inspect the bridge and the facilities first. It is the McEwan who swore the oath binding our peoples.

“So you keep reminding me,” said Arun.

And it’s his wishes we satisfy first.

“Well, if you’re doing requests,” he said, “any chance of bacon and eggs? Maybe some coffee too? Now I’ve got rid of that awful blue gunk, I’m famished, and I expect the lady is too.”

We also have desires.

Arun froze. Was this the moment the aliens turned on him?

You swore an oath to protect our species and nurture us into continuance.

Arun thought back to underground tunnels beneath an unremarkable asteroid in the Tranquility system that hadn’t merited a name. He’d been seventeen, a scared and hungry cadet, but even then he had a sense that his oath would have consequences. Some of them still haunted him, but he’d always known those consequences had yet to fully play out.

“I did so swear,” he acknowledged.

This is why we planned for you to be the one who would command on this rock. We need a home. We choose this site. When your Legion establishes dominion over this system, the rock you called Ceres shall be the new home of the Night Hummers.

“Agreed.”

Arun wondered at his lack of hesitation, but there was a sense of inevitability, that this was the right thing to do – never mind the Hummer’s talk of dominion as if the people of Earth were merely swapping one tyrant for another.

Or was that the Hummers messing with his head, manipulating him as they had so many others? But, no. His thoughts carried the scent of brass and hot lubricant that was all his own. If the Legion won the battle for the Solar System, the Night Hummers would be on his side, and he might need them as a counterweight to whatever happened on Earth.

The creature led them away, floating as if in zero-g. Ceres wasn’t far off at only three percent of Earth’s gravity, but such micro-gravity made locomotion difficult for humans. The Hummers had provided a charged strip through the floor that gripped the soles of Lissa’s boots.

“I’m sorry,” he told her. “I was worried about the Blood Virus, and everything else was happening so fast, but… I know there’s no excuse. I should have told you everything that I had planned. I should never have secrets from you, Lissa. I’m sorry.”

She shrugged, not faltering in her march along the passageway. “Don’t worry about it”.

Arun regarded her suspiciously. “You’re taking this very well.”

She came to a halt and studied him through narrowed eyes. “Saraswati and I are having a deep conversation. Your name keeps popping up.”

“Drent! She hates me.”

“No, that’s not true. Saraswati despises you. Not the same thing at all. Luckily, she adores me.” Lissa gave him a teasing smile, but no more words.

“So…” he chanced, “is there something I should know?”

“Yes. We’ve come to a decision. About you. If we are in absolute privacy, and so long as both our AIs confirm that we cannot be overheard – and I mean that, Arun – then you may call me Springer.”

Arun sagged in his chair. She wasn’t offering much, but he’d take anything. “Thank you.”

As swiftly as if she were charging a line of Janissaries, Lissa leaned down, kissed him on the lips, and then sprinted away after the Night Hummer, which had carried along the passageway oblivious of the irrelevant doings of humans.

It all happened so fast. Arun hadn’t had a chance to enjoy it.

Did that really happen, Barney?

Did what happen?

That! Springer…

Oh, for sure. She said you could call her Springer. I didn’t notice anything else of interest. Did you?

You do realize, the other Misfit AIs will have been recovered, and they’ve never been paired with a human. I could replace you, you know? Go for a younger model.

Barney responded with a barrage of good-natured abuse, but Arun was too happy to pay attention.



  —— PART II ——
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—  Chapter 17  —

The sea of human soldiers regarded each other warily, aggressively in some cases. The habit of absolute obedience in the face of brutal discipline was just enough to keep them peaceful for now, but they were a dangerously mismatched group and would soon learn that they had thawed into a universe that would have been beyond their comprehension when they went into cryo. How would they react to that?

Arun had just a few months to turn this mob into an effective fighting force that could take on Tawfiq and win. He’d always known it wouldn’t be easy, that molding them would require an unconventional approach.

But he hadn’t considered the possibility of failure until he’d actually encountered them face to face.

For a very long time, he’d taken the obedience of his Legion Marines for granted. But these people had never heard of the Human Legion. It was the only way to be sure none of them had been infected by the Blood Virus. They were from the sleeping legions secreted by the Hummers and their allies throughout the empire.

Springer – he could no longer think of her as Lissa – sensed his anxiety and rested a supportive hand on his shoulder.

And then snatched it away. This wasn’t the time or place.

Below them, early human soldiers were backing away from their closest descendants, and with good reason. These brutalized, half-lobotomized attack dogs had been the empire’s punishment troops, some of whom later became the Wolves. There were Marines too, superficially like the 421st Tac Marines he had grown up with on Tranquility-4, but some had tattoos showing loyalties he didn’t understand, or bulges in necks and heads betraying augmentations in which he was completely ignorant.

Ethnicity was something much in evidence too. Arun had known friends and comrades who had claimed to be French, Chinese, Turkish or any one of a number of heritage routes traced to regions on Earth. Most of that had been fantasy, the symptom of the desire to belong somewhere, no matter how possibly distant. On the other hand, the very first Sleeping Legionary Arun had awoken had been a Spanish speaker.

Maybe it was the proximity to the mother world, but for the first time in his life, Arun pondered his own ethnicity. Did he even have one?

He sensed Barney laughing at the absurdity of his question. Of course he did, but it had broken its connection to specific regions of Earth many generations ago. He was a Marine, and that was the end of it.

One group among the milling crowd claimed origin on a different planet from Tranquility altogether, a world called Nanatsu. He’d served with Nanatsuans before, but these came from an earlier era. They shared the darker skin of his friend, Zug, and sometime ally and sometime enemy, Nhlappo. They knew no Standard, speaking only a language they called Kiswahili.

The lack of language standardization amongst these earlier humans was something Arun and Springer had anticipated. The no-longer sleeping legionaries paraded not according to heritage, training, or body type, but language. Based on what the Hummers had told them, nearly a third had little or no Standard – the language Arun discovered had been based upon English – but most of these spoke one of four languages: Spanish, Russian, Mandarin Chinese, or the Kiswahili of the Nanatsuans. Arun tried not to rest his gaze on the Chinese speakers who reminded him in their look so much of Lee Xin, the woman had broken his heart and the Legion fleet on the same day.

While Arun surveyed this fighting force, the group grew impatient. Finally, someone voiced the question Arun had waited for, the question on everyone’s mind. “Who the hell are you? Where are the officers?”

The heckler was someone of Arun’s vintage, a man with narrow hips – relatively speaking – that emphasized the huge breadth of his shoulders. The man flicked back his hair and glared a challenge directly into Arun’s eye.

Arun frowned and pointed at the disruptive soldier.

Springer shot him, and he fell to the ground.

“I am your new commanding officer. My name is General Arun McEwan.”

Most of the assembled legionaries tightened their stance and kept eyes rigidly forward, their merciless upbringing giving many of them experience in the executions that were the consequence of any and all hints of insubordination.

But the anger of the people around the shot man only grew. Dangerous murmurings erupted in one of the pockets of Chinese speakers.

It had been Springer who’d insisted that she and Arun must remember the dark days of their youth, raised as slave soldiers by aliens who placed no value whatsoever on individual human lives. If they were to get through to these thawed slaves, then they would have to speak the old language of brutality.

Springer raised her carbine and let rip, scything down around twenty people in the most disruptive group.

There were gasps. Fists were bunched. The tense atmosphere swung between anger and being cowed. “Listen up,” said Arun. “You are still in the military. This is not the old days. Those insubordinate frakkers were shot with neuro-gel rounds. They will wake up.”

“But not the next frakk I don’t like the look of,” growled Springer. “I’m switching to antipersonnel darts.”

“All of us here are part of a long-term plan, a plan for freedom laid down before any of us here were born. Officially you are dead. All the White Knight records say so. For those of you who served in the now-defunct Human Marine Corps, your service record says you were recycled.”

“As you can see,” said Springer with a smile, “aliens are lying bastards.”

The soldiers looked at each other, surprised. There was a lot to take in, most of all for humans to openly mock aliens. This was inconceivable.

“A lot of things have changed,” spoke Arun into the microphone built into his chair. “You were put to sleep as slaves, but you woke up free men and women. Well, almost free. You are still under military discipline, but after a life of service to the Human Legion, the organization you now serve, instead of being fed into the recycling engine your records say was your fate, you will retire. Retirement is no longer a euphemism for death. Not anymore. Those who serve with honor will retire with a pension, and land if you choose to settle the frontier worlds.”

“Sir, permission to ask a question, sir?”

The speaker was a woman, near the front. “Go ahead.”

“Who’re we gonna fight? Where and when?”

“Don’t you want to know why you fight?” asked Arun.

“No, sir.”

Arun grinned. He’d forgotten how vicious human fighters could be. He’d been around aliens too long, and for all their military prowess, they often lacked the fighting spirit of the humans. No wonder the Night Hummers had chosen his species to liberate them. “Your enemy are the Hardits.”

There was a howl of anger, and he realized there was nothing more motivating he could have said. “And the planet where we will fight them is Earth.”

Arun enjoyed the looks of utter shock. The woman who had asked the question looked utterly dismayed at the prospect. He realized that her blood lust had been an act; that she was trying to impress him.

“What’s your name, Marine?” he asked her.

“Corporal Horden, sir.”

Horden? Interesting. “Well, Corporal, the monkey-frakkers have captured the Earth, raped our homeworld. The civilians – those who survived – have suffered greatly. Maybe some of you think those civilians deserve this. They are the descendants of the frakkers who sold out our ancestors to the White Knights in order to save their own skins.”

Arun allowed a growl of anger to wash around the chamber. Horden remained stony faced.

“But I say they have suffered enough. We’re going to reclaim our birthright. And if we prevail we will no longer be slaves. Freedom can be won!”

The sea of faces looked up at him blankly.

“Freedom!” shouted Springer, her amplified voice almost obliterating everyone’s eardrums.

“Freedom!” chorused the motley army.

Arun looked across at Springer and reveled in her magnificence. It was no wonder the soldiers were responding to her so enthusiastically. She’d never been a leader.

But she was now.

Arun packed away his admiration for this woman – a pleasure to be enjoyed later – and turned his full attention on the roaring crowd. He had five months, three days and four hours to turn this savage heap of soldiers into the most important fighting force in human history. He already had his eye on a few potential officers.

Heaven help us, he thought as he got to work by joining in the chant: “Freedom! Freedom! Freedom!”



—  Chapter 18  —

When he reached the top of the steps carved into the artificial heights of Mount Pit, Leon darted behind the moonlit rubble that had once been the rear gateway into the transit station. He strained his ears, listening hard for sounds of pursuit.

Furtive scurrying came from another occupant of the old station, animal claws skittering over rubble and the concourse floor, snuffling snouts where, long ago, arrivals at Halifax–North End had streamed out from the hyper tube capsules.

Raccoons maybe. Not dangerous to him.

He directed his attention to the stairs, but he heard only the swell out in the Narrows, the waves lapping against the derelict waterfront at Tufts Cove.

The waves’ lullaby song beckoned him – lured him out from his dusty hiding place. Let me wash you clean of your troubles, they seemed to say.

Leon snorted. If only the oceans of the Earth did rise up – they would sweep away all traces of the fucking Hardits. And if the remaining humans were drowned too… well, that would be a small price to pay.

He couldn’t do this anymore. Living like a starved rat in the ruins of the Earth and having to act as if grateful to the glorious New Order – this was no life.

Leon drew himself erect and strode over to the hill’s edge. Much as he wanted to, he couldn’t throw himself off. The water wasn’t close enough, anyway. Instead, he peered down the hillside steps, hands on hips, practically willing an agent of the New Order to spot him, perfectly silhouetted as he was in the moonlight. Then he could stop fighting and yield to the consequences of his curfew breach.

But the midnight shadows offered up no ending for him tonight. Leon was alone.

The cleansing wash of the waves was a balm to his ears, and with the buildings and trees that once stood here leveled during the invasion, he had a clear view out over the water. He discovered he could still enjoy the complex dance of silver-tipped waves. Even the Hardits couldn’t sully the beauty of nature.

Yet, as his eyes were drawn into the mesmerizing pattern of the water, he saw the negative spaces – the rectangles of pure black in which the waves were unnaturally absent. His eyes quickly attuned to this new pattern, and Leon saw that Bedford Bay was filled with the immaculate blackness of the alien gun platforms.

So like the Hardits, he thought. Their stealth camouflage is impenetrable, but the moonlit waves reveal them. If he had a target designator, he could easily paint these platforms for incoming fire. Not that there was anyone left to send the missiles. Earth’s defenders were dead or in hiding. There had been secret talk of flashes seen over the moon several months ago, but if that had really been this Human Legion that some said would come one day to free them, then their attack had been beaten off by the Hardits within hours.

He turned away from the water, and headed off for his nearby destination, laughing softly to himself. The authorities said the Legion was coming to Earth to take its revenge on its civilians. That they were the descendants of the million children the people of Earth had sold into slavery centuries ago.

Leon believed them. Hardits or Legion? You might as well choose between a hanging or a garroting. If help were coming to the people of occupied Earth, then it would be the White Knights who would deliver liberation – and those bastards would expect a heavy price indeed.

His spirits lifted when he ducked through the tunnel he’d cut long ago through the brambles, and entered the secret place he’d once shared with Genevieve.

Now that he was a widower, he shared this den with an even older love, hoping Genevieve wouldn’t mind.

Leon shrugged off his rucksack and placed it on the shelf in the area they’d cleaned years before, where the walls of the ruined building still stood, and most importantly, a power cable still fed electricity.

In a flurry of well-rehearsed motion, cupboards were quickly opened, equipment assembled and aimed through the open roof, and the plastic-backed heated blanket laid out across a floor still damp from the rain two nights ago.

In his youth, before the invasion, Leon must have glimpsed the building that became their den. Amongst the mangled machinery that filled most of the structure’s ruined shell, there were coils, heavy power cables, and radiation shielding. He guessed this had powered the hyper tubes, but he couldn’t remember this building. It had been a cog in a worldwide network of systems that he’d never thought to understand. They simply worked, and that was all he needed to know.

Until the day the orbital bombardment began.

Years later, he discovered this place with Gennie, and she said that day that even the Hardits couldn’t stamp out love.

He laughed sullenly at the memory. It was easier to believe your own lies when you were young, and doubly so in this hidden place where they discovered the secret pleasures of the human form. Gennie had been proven right. For a while.

“Night’s not getting younger,” he admonished himself. Leon had work to do, but there was a ritual to perform first.

Reaching into his rucksack, he weighed up whether to toast the connection to the power grid with either the flask of hot soup, or the bulb of gin. The climb up Mount Pit had tired his malnourished body, so he chose the soup.

“To you, my love,” he toasted, and gulped down the concoction of potato, roots, and crushed pine kernels. Then he switched on the power.

He had chosen the simple words of his toast with care, but if Genevieve were listening from heaven, she wouldn’t be fooled. He hadn’t been referring to her.

The status lights glowed green on his remaining love, and it hummed to life with a soft whir of positioning motors.

He glanced at the screen he’d attached, and checked the image was true.

It was a cloudless night, and the city of ZoneCap 87 – that he had once known as Halifax, Nova Scotia – no longer troubled those of his calling with light pollution.

He was Leon Vogel, and his true love was the Bolton EA-375 with 75-inch virtual aperture: the telescope he’d been given by proud parents on his admission to the school of Astronavigation and Applied Space Science at Federation University. It hadn’t quite been the course he’d wanted, but by inclination, training, and professional accreditation, Leon Vogel was an astronomer, and a good one.

Maybe one of the best, because the difference between notable astronomers and the merely good ones was finding something interesting.

And Leon had found something interesting, all right. The question that haunted him, though, was what the hell to do about it.



—  Chapter 19  —

Two hours before dawn, Leon headed home, retracing his steps with as much stealth as he could muster, despite his fatigue, and the cold that had finally penetrated his two thick coats, and the soup and gin. The fear that made his tired heart beat faster was of the unknown. People talked of alien monsters patrolling the land after dark, the so-called Silent Ones. Leon didn’t believe in them. There wasn’t even a curfew officially, but people did disappear at night. That he knew to be true.

Only when he’d made his way past the dark homes of Armdale – and reached the rear of his house with no reeve patrol or mythical alien monster in sight – only then did he finally relax.

It wasn’t until he put the key to the mechanical lock of his back door that he heard anything wrong.

He whirled around and saw a figure emerge from the cover of the striped maple in their garden.

“Nice walk, Leon?” asked Josephine Bonnier.

The young woman looked ghostly pale in the near dawn, but it was the note of triumph in her voice that terrified him.

“Let me in,” she insisted. “We need to talk.”

“No. Go away. I have nothing to say to you.”

“Oh? Only, I’ve been wondering how many vouchers the reeves would pay me if I notified them of a silly old fool who makes midnight trips to the old hyper tube terminal at North End. It seems mighty suspicious. Perhaps he’s part of the resistance?”

“All right.” Leon opened the door and beckoned her inside.

“So kind, Leon. Now, be a darling and boil some water. I’d kill for a mug of coffee.”

——

Leon shivered under the woman’s triumphal stare, her beady eyes piercing the steam rising from the mug of coffee he had brewed for her.

It was his table, dammit. His fucking coffee. Yet, there sat Josephine at his kitchen table while he perched on a stool nearby, a supplicant in his own house.

“It’s your son-in-law,” she announced eventually.

“Dalmas?”

“Yes, of course, Dalmas. An alert civilian saw suspicious activity in the top floor of his apartment building. When the reeves raided, they discovered an honest-to-goodness resistance cell. They had been surveilling targets throughout ZoneCap.”

Even as the horror slapped Leon, he couldn’t help but appeal to reason. “Dalmas would never get involved.” The words sound pitiful even to him.

“Of course not. He’s far too much of a pussy. But the reeves have no choice. You know that. They must take reprisals. Perhaps if you tell them what you know, what you do in your midnight jaunts, you can win a reprieve for your family member, and a milder reprisal for the rest of the community.”

Leon fought his fatigue and fear to separate her lies from the truth. The only person Josephine Bonnier cared for was herself. She couldn’t care less whether Dalmas Bruyne lived or died. It was her own neck she was trying to save.

He stared at her, trying at first to keep the contempt from his eyes, but quickly deciding he could no longer be bothered.

Her thick, quilted coat obscured her figure, but with her fur hood pulled back, there was no missing the distinctive facial feature that marked her out as special.

Josephine Bonnier was fat.

No one would have thought that of her before the invasion, but most of ZoneCap’s registered inhabitants were little more than cadaverous skin stretched over stubborn old bones that refused to die. And out beyond the zone capital in the wilder parts of Zone 87, he’d heard food shortages were much worse.

But undernourishment was not a concern for Josephine Bonnier. He shuddered to think what a person like her had to do to win herself so many extra food vouchers.

“Tell me what you know,” said Josephine, “and I’ll put in a good word with the reeves. I have standing with them.”

I bet you do, cursed Leon silently. He took a long breath of the chill air and challenged her. “What if I am with the resistance?”

“Even better,” she said with a giggle. “The juicier the report, the easier it will be to get Dalmas off. Even you – if you really were resistance – I could get you a clinical prison execution, rather than the public garroting that your wife… Oh, I’m sorry. That’s so insensitive of me.”

Leon squared his shoulders and glared at her. Josephine was only 27, which meant she had grown up in occupied Earth. It was a harsh upbringing, but he had no sympathy for this sickening woman. His Genevieve had called her a dirty collaborator to her face when she had flaunted herself in the market one day, her well-fed figure clothed in a brand-new dress.

Two months later, Genevieve was executed in the same market square.

Josephine made good use of her ruthlessness to take advantage of decent people, but although she was sly, she wasn’t particularly intelligent. She had never needed to be.

“What do you do there?” she demanded. “Tell me what you do.”

“Think about it, Josephine,” said Leon, getting up and filling the kettle to make a coffee for himself. “It’s best you don’t know the details. If you did know too much, one day the reeves will wonder how you came by your knowledge, and it might be you having to answer their questions.”

He watched her reaction. She swallowed nervously but persisted. “Tell me what you do,” she said in a small voice.

He lit the paraffin stove, in no hurry to reply. “It’s not what you think,” he answered when the kettle was warming. “It’s not terrorist related. I’m not with the resistance. If they have any sense, the authorities should be pleased by what I tell them, but you know that even good intelligence is dangerous to know. Ignorance is the safest defense of all.”

Leon watched the doubts cloud Josephine’s face. “Dalmas is linked to terrorists,” she said darkly. “There will be reprisals. If you help the reeves… whatever you’re caught up in will still help the reeves, won’t it?”

“What I know goes beyond the reeves. My information could be vital to the New Order itself.”

“Shit, Leon. Are you serious?”

“I am.”

“Good,” she said, recovering her composure quickly. She reached into the thick pockets of her winter coat, drew a gun, and shot him.

Leon looked down at the entry wound. It stung like crazy, but the hole through his clothing seemed far too small. He took an unsteady breath and placed a hand on his back, commencing the terrifying task of feeling for the exit wound.

“It’s a tracking pellet, you pussy.” Josephine rolled her eyes. “You’re not going to have that coffee. You’re going to hand yourself over to the reeve station on Robie Street and confess everything.”

“No.”

“The tracker will tell me your location and what you say,” she continued. “Every word you’ve just spoken has also been recorded. If you deviate from your journey to Robie Street, I will inform on you myself. If you see the reeves and do not confess, I will know. Whatever you do now, you’re finished, Leon Vogel, but I swear I’ll do whatever I can to commute Dalmas’ sentence. I can save him from your wife’s sad fate.”

Leon turned off the paraffin stove. “All right, Miss Bonnier. I’ll do what you say.”

He risked glancing at her. He needed to see the sneer of triumph on her face, to be certain that this was personal to Josephine Bonnier. She didn’t even try to hide her glee at his humiliation. Now there was no doubt in his mind: it was her who’d caused his Genevieve’s death, and that meant she deserved what he was going to send her way.

Flicking his gaze to the cracked tiles of his kitchen floor, he let out a long breath, steaming in the chill morning air. Keeping his gaze low, because he didn’t want one last look at his house – not with her defiling it – he pushed open the back door and marched sullenly off to the reeves.

Assuming she really had planted a tracker inside him, she was guilty of possessing technology prohibited by the New Order, whereas he was only guilty of breaking a curfew that officially didn’t exist. If he was going down to hell, she was coming with him.

Except Leon still held onto a thread of hope.

His information was good. So good that the reeves wouldn’t believe him at first. But if he were lucky, their fear of failing to pass on vital information meant they would check his credentials as an astronomer.

And then they would listen properly, and they would escalate, because Leon had discovered that a planet was in the wrong place.

Well, technically, Ceres wasn’t a planet so much as a planetoid, and a particularly dull one at that, but it was still a helluva big rock.

And it was on a collision course with Earth.



—  Chapter 20  —

“Back up!” growled the reeve.

Reeve Justin Brunswick glared across the interrogation table, biting his lip. Was he really going to do this? Was he really going to throw his life away?

He shrugged, only increasing the confusion and hurt on that poor bastard, Vogel’s, face. Well, this idiot deserved all that was coming his way for not keeping his fucking mouth shut.

“I don’t care about your bullshit story of tracking devices and curfew-breaking neighbors. I want to hear about Ceres. I want to know when it’s going to intercept and why.”

The astronomer hurried to obey, but while Brunswick had been speaking, the prisoner’s mouth had filled with blood, making him splutter incoherently.

“Take your time,” said the reeve in a pleasant-enough voice, although inwardly he wanted to grab this stupid little prick’s head and bash it against the desk until it popped.

Could he still do that?

Brunswick considered his chances. An unfortunate demise during interrogation was his best chance to survive this dangerous information. But if the truth got out, half the reeves in Zone 87 would be lining Bell Road in one of those mass crucifixions the Hardits loved so much.

No, this required discretion and tact. “Don’t take too much time,” he told the prisoner, who had been using his finger to probe the inside of his mouth.

Vogel spat out several half-shattered teeth, coated in gobbets of sticky blood.

“Six months,” the astronomer lisped through a broken mouth. “Intercept in six months. Approximately. Why? I don’t know. Maybe it’s the Hardits’ way of wiping out the Earth. If it does hit, no one will survive. But I can say that this change in orbit is definitely artificial. Somebody is moving Ceres deliberately.”

Brunswick was old school. He knew he’d sold his soul to stay alive, and he’d remortgaged his honor for a handful of privileges that would have seemed pathetic to people born before the invasion. He hoped to hell and back that there was no such thing as an afterlife, because if there were, it would not go well for Justin Brunswick. Nonetheless, he retained a thin strip of honor. In a world where decency meant death, he could at least feel good about watching the backs of his colleagues, of standing beside them against adversity if needs be. He just never realized how much it meant to him until now.

He moved round to Vogel’s side of the desk, making the little idiot so nervous that he nearly soiled himself. But Brunswick grabbed a cloth and gently wiped the blood from the man’s face. “Cheer up,” Brunswick told him. “This could yet turn out to be your lucky day.”

Vogel’s eyebrows shot up in confusion, but the prisoner didn’t dare ask for an explanation.

Brunswick offered one anyway. “See that?” the reeve asked, pointing up at the recorder screwed into the ceiling. “It’s for videoing our little chat. Apparently, before the invasion, they had recorders for the protection of the guests whom we invite to our interview room. That’s not why they’re here now. The main purpose of that little box is not even to keep an accurate recording of what you say, although that is sometimes useful. Their principal function is to prevent the suppression of information. Everyone is under suspicion all the time. From the lowliest prisoner in the reeve house, up to the governor himself. Everyone permanently under observation. Every friend a potential informant, every inch of this sorry planet a potential location for a hidden microphone. That evidence recorder is precisely for situations such as ours.

Brunswick waited until the little man calmed somewhat. Then he reached out to grab his hair and then slammed his head into the table. “The recording isn’t streamed somewhere into the data sphere,” said Brunswick with relish as he smashed the dazed astronomer’s head down once again.

Brunswick held the man’s bloodied head up by the hair and peered into Vogel’s face. “It’s a one-off WORM recording, heavily time stamped and encrypted. It’s taken away by hand – even I don’t know where. It does mean I can do this…”

Brunswick drew his revolver and placed it against the prisoner’s forehead.

Now Vogel did soil himself – noisily – and was close to fainting when Brunswick raised his gun and fired two shots at the recorder, shattering it into a thousand pieces.

“Why?” whispered Vogel.

“Because of what you just told me. That knowledge is probably a death sentence, although it could also be a path to riches and privileges. Either way, I don’t want my comrades caught up in it.”

“Thank you,” gasped Vogel.

It was Brunswick’s turn to raise his eyebrows. This man was truly incredible. But then, the reeve considered, the prisoner was 57 years old, which meant he had been born before the invasion. Not many of those old timers left, now. It couldn’t have been easy to adjust to the reality of the New Order.

For the first time, Brunswick felt a whiff of sympathy for the astronomer. Instead of punching him, as he had intended, Brunswick patted him on the head like a good dog. “You’re premature,” he told Vogel. “You can thank me in hell.”



—  Chapter 21  —

Leon stood at attention and tried to imagine what it felt to be brave.

Come on, he told himself. You’re not dead yet, and that maniac has got to be capable of anything. Even rewarding you with high station. I’m in the Oval Office, dammit. That’s gotta count for something.

He looked around. Flanked by an exotic alien floating in a cylindrical life-support tank, the human leader of the free world stood behind an enormous wooden desk, polished to such a high albedo that it would be visible from space… if this Oval Office weren’t in the windowless basement of the old White House. The levels above ground – with the scattered and half-gnawed bones of its last defenders still in place – were left open to nature’s ravages.

In the privacy of his own mind, Leon wouldn’t even describe Governor Romulus as human. Humanoid was more accurate. He was an enormous man, bulging with muscles, but what marked him out most of all was that instead of human skin, his flesh was covered in brightly patterned scales. He looked like an exotic pet lizard, and that was what Governor Romulus was to the Hardits: a colorful pet.

What the governor meant to Leon was something that he and Brunswick were about to find out. The reeve had brought Leon all the way from ZoneCap 87 to what had once been Washington, D.C., and now stood alongside Leon, wearing the same kind of sheer hood that allowed him to breathe and see out, their faces hidden from the governor.

The governor’s face lacked the flexibility to display the full vocabulary of human body language, but his words that were starting to slur, and the highly dilated pupils, convinced Leon that the most powerful human on the planet was sky high on something.

Leon tried to look away from the governor, over to the alien. It wasn’t easy. He caught an impression of an oversized orange amoeba that had swallowed strips of silver foil, which now rippled in the alien’s circulatory system. But his eyes hurt to linger there, as if reality itself was bending around the alien like a lens.

“They can listen into my head, you know?” said the governor.

Hell, the man was mad.

Romulus gave a toothy grin. “But not as reliably as they think.”

“No, sir,” said Leon.

Romulus waved a drunken hand in the direction of Leon and the reeve. “The masks. On your heads. Not something you should worry about. For your safety as much as mine.”

He rose from his leather seat and shuffled up to the alien until he was touching its glass tank. “Secrets,” he hissed. “Everywhere, secrets. Secrets are so very dangerous, but we need them.”

“But, sir,” said the reeve. “The planet–”

“No!” screamed Romulus.

The governor leaped over his desk and confronted the reeve, the huge man’s fists clenching, but only for a few moments. Then the wildness left the governor’s eyes, and he shuffled back to perch his butt on the Oval Office desk.

“Do not say any more,” he instructed calmly. “You may say yes and you may say no. Nothing else. Do we have an understanding?”

“Yes,” Brunswick and Leon agreed.

“Good. Now, I want both of you to understand that your interests are my interests. I serve the people of Earth in their entirety. Remember that. Now, you, sir.” He pointed at Leon. “In a moment, I shall show you a written statement. I want you to silently read the words, and then tell me whether you think my statement is accurate. Yes or no. Understand?”

Leon nodded.

“Okay,” said Romulus as he reached behind to grab a data pad off his desk. “Here we go.”

Tired old eyes meant he had to lean forward and peer at the words, but Leon could just about make them out. The orbit of Ceres has been altered. It will intercept Earth’s orbit in approximately six months from now.

“Yes, sir,” said Leon. “That’s what I’ve…” His words died away at the sight of the governor’s wagging finger.

“Say no more,” said Romulus. “You have done well. Both of you. Future historians will talk of this day and remember you. I fear they will also have much to say about me.” He laughed bitterly.

Leon remembered to breathe. This is going to turn out all right, he told himself. He even half believed it.

Romulus grimaced and glanced back at the alien in the tank. He shook his head at the creature. “No, there are some things I can’t ask others to do. Not even you.”

He sat back into his chair at the far side of the desk and took something from a drawer.

A sinking feeling clawed at Leon’s gut, who was convinced the scene in his kitchen when he’d been shot was repeating itself. Sure enough, the governor raised a gun over the desk.

The governor held it like a pistol, but it was a great brute of a killing machine, constructed from dull metal and with a stubby bulb beneath. Leon doubted he could lift it in both his hands. Whatever it was, this wouldn’t be firing tracker pellets.

With a whine and a pop, something shot out of the gun barrel and ripped through the man standing next to Leon.

The reeve fell down. Leon couldn’t help but stare at the blood pooling beneath Brunswick’s body. So much blood. “Why?” asked Leon, unable to take his gaze from the dead man.

“I told you,” said Romulus. With a start, Leon realized that Romulus was standing in front of him. “They’re in here,” he explained, tapping the side of his head.

Then he tapped Leon’s head. “Maybe in there too.”

The madman made no sense, but he had left his gun on the desk. “It’s okay,” he told Leon in a whisper. “I love all my subjects, including you, Leon Vogel. I am the Leader of the Free World.” He giggled. “The title is a Hardit joke, of course.”

“No,” said Leon. “It’s an honorable title with an honorable history.”

“Honor? Silly little man. I have no honor. I have no soul, no hope, no friends, no future.” He dropped his head. “No love and no brother. I can only quit this role when I’m dead, but I can’t even die. Not yet. You, though, have given me hope, little man. You have given me an end date. Come here!”

Incredibly, Governor Romulus, Leader of the Free World and Chief Servant of the Hardit New Order, opened his bearlike arms and invited Leon in for a hug.

Leon swallowed hard and put his arms halfway around the big man.

“Six months,” Romulus whispered into his ear as he brought his arms around Leon’s skeletal body. “Six months before I can finally quit. You, my friend… Your release comes sooner. You can go now.”

Leon flinched. But the governor released Leon from his embrace and took a half step back.

“Thank you,” he said into the governor’s magnanimous face.

Romulus was a giant of a man, and whatever intoxication ran through his bloodstream meant that by now he was swaying wildly. So Leon’s final thought was one of utter astonishment to see the governor move with such lightning speed as he grabbed the astronomer’s head and gave it a sharp twist.



—  Chapter 22  —

Romulus watched the astronomer’s body slump to the carpeted floor. He had been a foolish man. Intelligent, yet naive. The reeve was more interesting. Selfish, and yet he had cut the evidence trail to protect his comrades. Unwittingly, he had also protected Romulus. Many others may yet benefit from the caution of Senior Reeve Justin Brunswick.

Free Earth would honor them both, Romulus hoped. He sighed. If Earth were to be free, it would be a future he would never live to see.

He replaced the gun in his desk drawer and pulled out an ampule that he attached to a clean needle and injected into the top of his thigh. He felt warm, comforting sensations spread through his body and into his mind – the welcome fuzziness that explained away his actions and reassured him that he was doing the right thing, even though he could never remember why. Tomorrow he would wake with only a dim memory of the events of this day.

There had been so many missing memories in recent months. He hoped they’d been sacrificed for a worthwhile cause, but he had long ago lost the thread of his life, instead stumbling from one day to the next without a guide.

Six months?

It sounded impossibly distant, but he’d survive the way he always had: one day at a time.

A hover trolley appeared through the service door. Had he ordered it? Or had it been the alien? He shrugged. Didn’t matter. Didn’t want to know. “The price of knowledge is death,” he mumbled. As the astronomer had learned, for the human survivors of the New Order occupation, ignorance was the only defense.

He picked up the two bodies with ease and trudged off to the incinerator, nearly tripping over the cleaner robots who had arrived to remove the bloodstains and the forensic trail.

Hurry! he heard in his head.

Romulus halted instead. It was confusing when the Night Hummer spoke directly into his mind…

He blinked… realizing he’d blacked out for a few seconds.

Where was he?

He took in his surroundings and saw two men lying on a trolley. Corpses, by the look of them. He couldn’t remember who they were or why they were dead, but he knew enough to realize what must be done.

He hurried along the familiar route to the incinerator before his mind snagged on a distraction or was lost in Nirvana.

The incinerator room was closer than he remembered, but then they had moved it closer recently, hadn’t they? He couldn’t remember why. His mind was starting to scout out the question of why he needed an incinerator at all to perform his duties, when he was distracted by his reflection in the window set into the metal incinerator door. The Governor of Earth had a smile on his face, but he didn’t know why.



  —— PART III ——


  RAINBOW
BRIDGE


—  Chapter 23  —

Five years earlier…

 

“Are you serious?”

General Foster was the only one to voice his incredulity, but Arun knew the other commanders floating with him in space silently felt the same.

Deeply ingrained human instincts made him look for the others’ body language, but it was a waste of time.

To begin with, of the nine other field marshals, generals, and admirals, there was a Jotun, Littorane, Tallerman, Gliesan, and Night Hummer. Of the three other humans present, Admiral Indiya had largely shut down emotionally after killing thousands of her shipmates in the mutiny that had given birth to the Human Legion. And one other – his personal bodyguard – was impossible to read through her outer coating of colorful Ginquin scales, which admittedly suited Arun well because the woman sworn to protect him hated his guts.

Arun sighed. He was getting too old for this. “Yes, General Foster, I am entirely serious.”

“Then my hearing must be faulty,” snapped the human general. “I thought you said your plan is to sneak up on the Hardits with a frakking planet.”

“Ceres is a dwarf planet,” corrected General Graz, perpetuating the Tallerman reputation for pedantry.

“Which means its mass is more manageable for our purposes,” added Indiya. “Plus, it’s the only large enough body close to Earth with such an inclined orbit. It’s not on the elliptical plane, and we know Hardit sensors are concentrated along the elliptic.”

“Again,” said Foster. “You’re planning to sneak in unawares with a planet. I don’t care if it’s an undersized one, it’s still a frakking planet! Is no one else thinking that’s just a little ambitious?”

“The gremlins can’t extend the range of their Rainbow Bridge any farther,” said General Aureanus, the Gliesan who had taken over liaison with the tricky but brilliant race of engineers, after the previous liaison – Phaedra ‘Springer’ Tremayne – had been sacrificed to the White Knight Cull. “They say they are hitting a theoretical limit, not an engineering issue. Which means that if we are to pivot the bridge on an orbital body, then that body must draw closer to Earth than the natural orbit of Ceres.”

“We’ve used the momentum-bleed technology on X-Boats for generations,” said Arun. “Now we need to take that technology to a new level. Imagine an array of uprated X-Boat energy radiators buried inside Ceres. Over the course of years, they could be enough to change its orbit, to direct the planetoid to our command.”

“Months,” came the voice of the Night Hummer in their heads. “The longer it takes to erect the bridge, the more strength we give to futures in which the enemy discovers us.”

“Months?” queried Arun. “I don’t care. The closest approach Ceres makes to Earth is 2739. However quickly we can do this, we count back from that closest approach and begin operations then.”

“Months,” repeated the Hummer. “It will be done.” The Hummer shared data it had previously prepared, showing both the natural orbit of Ceres, and how it might be adjusted for use as a strong point to launch an attack on Earth.

The inward arc of the bridge would point at the inner Solar System, passing within a whisker of Earth on the target date in 2739. Meanwhile, the bridge’s outer arc would move through a barren void south of the ecliptic. If the New Order’s southern sensor stations could be destroyed as part of a preliminary operation that focused the enemy’s attention on a diversionary attack, then a small concealed task force could funnel people and equipment across the bridge and onto Ceres. Secrecy would be paramount. How could Arun deliver all of this without involving someone in the operation who was one of Tawfiq’s spies? Just one spy and anyone entering the Rainbow Bridge would be walking into a Hardit trap.

The Legion had suffered much in the war through New Order infiltration. It was an infection – the Blood Virus they called it – but no one really knew how it worked, just that the Hardits knew far too many of the Legion’s plans, and proximity to the Hummers seem to counteract its effect. The Legion command group was sheltered inside the sphere of Hummers who had coalesced their bodies to screen the secret talks within. If any of them were infected, then the moment they stepped outside, the information would begin its journey to the enemy.

“According to this plan,” said Aureanus, “the Rainbow Bridge will still be too far away to assault Earth orbit.”

“The bridge will be lengthened,” said the Hummer.

“As I explained, my team says that is not possible,” the Gliesan protested.

“The bridge shall be lengthened.”

“Are you saying you’ve foreseen this?” Arun asked the Hummer.

“The plan must be followed.” The streamers inside the alien’s amorphous body lengthened and flapped in an increased flow of bubbles. Arun had learned to interpret this as a shift in perspective, the precognitive alien withdrawing its mental perspective from the future, and separating itself out from the group mind constructed from individuals of its kind spread over many light years.

In other words, the Hummer was trying to think down to the level of dumb humans. “We cannot foresee this,” explained the creature. “Our precognition is being actively blocked by the enemy, but we believe this is the best route. We are still over a light year from Earth. There is time enough to make improvements to the Rainbow Bridge design”

Crossing his arms, Arun took his time to regard the Hummer. What was their game? What weren’t they telling him this time?

“We give you legitimacy in the eyes of the Trans-Species Union,” said the alien.

The words were like a sucker punch to the gut, a reminder of the Legion’s weakness. The Trans-Species Union ran on the principle of the rule of law, backed up by the justified terror all races and polities had for anyone who thought themselves so powerful that they could ignore their treaty agreements. Earth had signed legally binding treaties with the White Knights, but the Hummers, it had transpired, were themselves an offshoot of the White Knight people. If humanity were to survive, they needed the backing of the Hummers, because they needed the Emperor to know that if he caused too much trouble, the Legion would kick his ass again and install the Hummers in his place.

Interstellar politics were infinitely complex.

Those who played it wrong condemned their races to extinction.

And those who were too weak or unwilling to play sentenced their races to perpetual slavery.

“You gave us your oath, Arun McEwan.”

“I did so. And I hold by my oath still. We remain allies.”

The alien floated impassively in its tank. Did Arun’s words make it happy? Arun didn’t know whether the blobs were capable of such a thing as emotion, but he did know he couldn’t trust them. Desperation had driven both sides to be mutual allies, but Hummers had been preparing the way for the Legion’s advance for a very long time – since before humans made first contact with aliens. Maybe a long time before that.

Arun’s goal was to liberate Earth and then manage a peaceful transition to civilian control of the new Human Autonomous Region. But what of the Hummers and their goals? They wanted a home world, far from the White Knight Emperor, but did their plans stop there? Unlikely. Conflict with the Night Hummers was a hypothetical nightmare for a future he would probably never see. First, they must liberate the Earth.

“I have made my decision,” Arun told the group of Legion commanders. “We make a sneak attack along the Rainbow Bridge from Ceres. I’m designating L-Day to be June 16th, 2739 Terran Standard Calendar. Today is L-1827. The Hardits hear nearly every thought we make. They must not learn this one. Keep your Hummer shields close at all times. Compartmentalize your teams. Control every word that passes your lips. The lives of our comrades and the freedom of our civilian peoples depend upon our secrecy.”

Arun glanced guiltily at his Wolf bodyguard. Sometimes it felt like he was drowning in secrets. The day would surely come when someone would see through them and his world would crumble around him.

All he required of his secrets was to survive another 1827 days.

After that, he would be beyond caring.



—  Chapter 24  —

L-Day.

 

“You know,” said Springer, “an intellectual bad-ass once told me that the worst part about invading a planet is the boredom.”

Springer watched for the reaction behind Arun’s visor and felt a flutter of affection when he stuck out his tongue. The old Arun she had cherished as a cadet – that adorable cheeky frakker – wasn’t entirely dead.

“I know,” he grunted, and added a slow tumble to his vector. “I admit it. I might have uttered those words at some point.”

“Endlessly.”

Arun thrust with his combat suit, narrowly avoiding kicking a nearby Marine, and matched vector with Springer with his visor in front of hers and oriented upside down. “I may have repeated them once or twice, for the benefit of the slower-brained among us.”

“Until I found the cure, you spent every off-duty moment on Ceres moaning about the boredom.”

“You found the cure? I thought that was something we enjoyed exploring together.”

“Whatever!” She grinned. “Either way, Umarov would have been proud.”

A wry smile came across Arun’s face. Carabinier Umarov had grumbled continually about life in first the Human Marine Corps, and then the Legion that replaced it. No food had been too tasty to complain about, and no rack too soft nor order too sensible. But when the shooting started, you could not want for a stauncher comrade.

Springer had to look away, suddenly overcome by the memory of Umarov’s last battle: the close quarters void combat at Khallini. The old Carabinier had died in her arms.

She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked back at Arun’s face. He was back to his usual demeanor: careworn. Detached.

“I don’t mind being bored,” he said, “so long as it’s with you.”

Yeah, cute words, Arun. But he was faking them, which meant she had lost him again. His stare was a light-year long, dislocated from the people around him. Even from the woman he said he loved.

Maybe the pain in his legs was flaring again.

Whatever her personal feelings for the man, her sworn duty in her new identity as Lissa was to protect General McEwan, and she took that seriously. Even though they’d finally broken down the walls they’d built around their hearts and admitted their affection for each other, there remained a diseased part of Arun’s spirit that compelled him to charge into the most heavily defended enemy position and allow the Hardit gunners to take his cares away forever.

Every night she held his hand as he yelled out in his sleep, imagining his death at the hands of Tawfiq’s Janissaries. He didn’t sound frightened; he sounded resigned.

That wasn’t happening on her watch.

Perhaps try the sex thing again? suggested Saraswati. Our recent experience is that it usually perks up his spirit for a while. He is a male, after all.

With the best attempt at a grin on her face, Springer took the AI’s advice and closed the distance to Arun so that their visors kissed. This was how they’d spent much of the past two days: flying through the inner arc of Rainbow Bridge with the assault divisions, while telling each other what they wanted to do when they were finally unpeeled from their combat suits. Helmet sex. That was how Springer was keeping the officially dead strategic leader of the Human Legion sane.

“You won’t have time for boredom when this is all over, mister. Have you forgotten what I said when we left Ceres? You will be on rack duty from dawn till dusk. Endless sex until I say I’ve had enough.”

His gaze sunk low, bringing her heart down with it. They’d spent hours talking about what they would do to each other afterwards, but in his heart Arun didn’t believe there would be an after for him. He’d convinced himself that there was a bullet with his name on waiting for him at the end of the bridge.

She punched him in the arm. “Suck up your demons and get your head in the game, Marine. You’re going to survive this if it kills me. I love you too much to lose you now.”

There… across his face, she saw a glint of hope. Almost a smile

She saw him glance away and take in their surroundings as if only just remembering that they weren’t alone, that they were in the midst of two divisions of Marines and about to start a new combat zone. He pivoted around so he was oriented the same way as Springer, and joined her in regaining their proper position in the formation.

The Rainbow Bridge was an enormous and gently curving tube, pivoting on the generator deep inside Ceres and providing a concealed tunnel through space. Other than the feint rainbow shimmer that revealed its outer skin, it was invisible from the inside – and more importantly its interior was invisible to outside observers. According to the outline painted into her visor by Saraswati, the end that they were now approaching flared out significantly. Even so, the Marines were still bunched horrendously. That was a frightening enough prospect for the lead elements, but Arun had attached himself to Void Division’s HQ company. The honorary baggage, Arun called himself.

Despite Arun having many faults, megalomania had never been one. As a field commander, he was adequate, but the Legion demanded more than mere competence. One of the most important tasks he had faced inside Ceres was picking leaders from the mess of thawed Marines. It wasn’t easy with troopers trained in the pre-Legion era, when to even suggest a human could ever serve as an officer would lead to swift execution for insurrection.

“Stealth!” ordered the woman Arun had picked to lead Void Division.

The two of them complied instantly. Although the divisional commander possessed charisma, and tactical nous matched with inventiveness, the sound of her voice filled Springer with foreboding. Her name was Major-General Karmella Horden, and she claimed to be a descendant of the bastard who’d sold their ancestors out as slaves – the major-general’s too, of course.

I hope you didn’t screw up when you picked that corporal to become a general, she said to herself.

If she is to be a problem, said Saraswati, it will be after the invasion.

Thank you so much. I’d forgotten what it was like to have no privacy inside my head.

I imagine it was a period of woolly thinking, confusion and utter ignorance. L-200 seconds. Our wave jumps on L+205 seconds.

The gorge rose in Springer’s throat and her breathing grew fast and ragged.

Relax, dear. You been through all this before. You’re just out of practice.

I don’t want to do it. I can’t. I’m scared.

It’s him, isn’t it? You and your ridiculous ‘Oh, look at me. I’m in love.’ I told you he wasn’t worth it.

Help me. Please?

Shall I put your battle face on for you?

Yessss.

You know it will dull your mental sharpness.

Just, frakking do it!

Already underway.

Springer listened to her heart rate slow and felt the calm spread through her. Was this the result of combat drugs, or was Saraswati lying – her words just a placebo? Then the warmth of her calmness chilled and hardened into cruel barbs. She needed to kill.

Now, tell me, Saraswati checked, what’s waiting for us at the end of the bridge?

The enemy. Hardit vecks.

And what’re you going to do, dear? Lay down a blanket and break out the sandwiches and lemonade?

Kill them. Kill them all.

That’s better. Kill the enemy. And if you can keep your general alive too, that will be a bonus, but don’t sweat too much over him. Kill! Kill! Kill! That’s all you need to care about for the next few hours. Anything else you can leave to me.

But that wasn’t true. She had more on her mind than killing. Springer reached out to feel the back of the invisible general’s combat suit. Saraswati painted his outline, interpolating from the feedback through the gauntlets. Springer gradually crawled her hand along his arms till she gripped his hand.

He squeezed back.

She growled at Saraswati when she gave the virtual equivalent of rolling her eyes.

The two of them were going into battle one last time, hand in hand.

Saraswati started the countdown. L-5… 4… 3… 2… 1.

Void Division’s lead elements deployed into space, high above Earth. The rainbow shimmer grew stronger. So did Arun’s grip on her hand, which would have crushed it to powder if not for her gauntlets.

All this was happening in silence and most of it was invisible. Three days’ journey behind, back on Ceres, the Night Hummers were vibrating the pivot point of the Rainbow Bridge. At this distance, the endpoint of the bridge was gyrating wildly, its aiming point subject also to the rotation and relative orbits of Ceres and Earth. The Marines were like pellets, shot out of a blunderbuss waved about by a drunken giant.

Twenty seconds to go.

Springer worked her hand free. As she readied her carbine, messages began passing through the Local Battle Network, and her visor lit up with a tac-grid display, showing position, health, and ammo states of the unit lumbered with the honorary baggage.

What LBNet couldn’t tell her was the position of the enemy.

What would she face on the far end of the bridge?

What were the Hardits doing?

With Arun by her side, her suit motors shot her out of the Rainbow Bridge and into the battle for Earth.



—  Chapter 25  —

“Lieutenant Frienchan-Ullx, run sensor diagnostics one bank at a time while keeping others active.”

“I obey,” said the junior officer and rushed to implement her commander’s instruction while trying not to betray haste.

Commander Gulyeen-Hooh, Sector Leader 13 for Earth orbital defense, watched her underlings occupy themselves with their tasks while she herself checked every muscle was relaxed, her mind smoothly balanced, and the straps securing her to the command seat were untwisted.

In some ways, this was the most difficult phase of the battle about to commence. The supreme commander’s spies inside the Legion fleet had been broadcasting its progress for months now. The enemy was coasting along a course that would intercept with Earth in less than an hour. The fools were running in full stealth mode, with communications blacked out, engines shut down, and pitiful prayers to their barbaric alien gods to keep them hidden from the New Order.

As if any of that would work!

Waiting for the enemy’s arrival was bad for discipline. Gulyeen-Hooh had kept the crews of her defense platforms running drills and equipment checks to keep their minds occupied, but however hard she worked her underlings, they were willing the seconds away until the enemy vanguard was close enough to press the firing studs of what Supreme Commander Tawfiq had informed them was the largest concentration of guns in the history of warfare.

Gulyeen-Hooh jerked out of her reverie and sniffed the air. Why had it filled with the pungent stink of an alert scent?

“Report,” she growled.

“Sir, enemy Void Marines deploying below us.”

“Below us?” she roared incredulously at Frienchan-Ullx.

“Yes, sir. About a thousand miles below. Emerging in close formation from a demarcation point that is itself moving very quickly.”

“Any movement along the Legion’s projected approach route?”

“Nothing, sir.”

Gulyeen-Hooh closed her eyes and sealed off her snout. The supreme commander had assured them of the time and route of the human assault, the last confirmation coming from planetside sector HQ less than an hour ago.

Every second she delayed strengthened the enemy surprise attack, but the need to embrace the supreme commander’s plan was literally wired into her genetic code and re-affirmed by constant conditioning. She first had to fight a mental battle before she could disobey.

If she turned the attention of the defense platforms away from the projected approach route, it would amount to a repudiation of Tawfiq’s plan. To do so would invite a humiliating and agonizing execution, even if Gulyeen-Hooh made the correct decision from a military point of view.

She took a deep breath and dug her claws into the arms of her command seat. She was a Janissary. A superior soldier. And soldiers sometimes had to make the ultimate sacrifice.

It was time for Commander Gulyeen-Hooh to make hers.

“All Marine companies, deploy for close defense. First and Fifth Claws, keep targeting the projected Legion approach path. All other forces turn and face this new threat. Come on, you maggots, turn those guns around or I’ll flay your hides and force you to explain to your supreme commander how easily you let the humans get the better of you.”

She felt the powerful throb of motors through the arms of her chair as the outer layers of the platform rotated, bringing the main armament to bear on this sneak attack.

They might be anti-ship guns, but if the humans were as densely packed as the initial reports were showing, they would make fine targets indeed.



—  Chapter 26  —

Cork screwing, jinking, random walking, squit jiving – Arun had heard it called many names, but they all amounted to the same thing: moving like crazy so you get to shoot the other guy before he shoots you.

Arun was a Tac Marine, and that gave him an advantage, because his mind had expanded to become a gestalt intelligence comprised not only of himself and Barney, but also the more limited intelligences inside his carbine and his combat suit.

But this squit jiving wasn’t like flying his cozy X-Boat. His body was hardened against brutal acceleration, but his head still rang from the abrupt changes in vector, his gut lurched constantly, and his balls ached at the punishment inflicted on himself by flying his body around the battle zone.

He ‘saw’ the squad of Janissaries headed toward HQ Company – probably having detected the density of signal traffic and concluding it meant a high-value target. Strictly speaking, he couldn’t see the invisible Hardits so much as register anomalies in the radiation signature of a supposedly empty patch of space and interpreted the rest.

A quick word across LBNet to Springer, and a frantic dance through the void had led to this moment: an entire second in which he and Springer matched the average vector of the anomalous patch that might potentially be the enemy.

Arun let rip, releasing his SA-71 carbine in full automatic fire.

For a moment, he was a cadet again, winning shooting contests in the Scendence Championship; he was once more a young Marine, impressing a pretty purple-haired space-rat in the range aboard Beowulf. This was the very same SA-71. He’d carried it with him all these years, a more integral part of his body than the legs he had lost to Tawfiq’s torturers.

At this fire rate, the gun’s recoil dampener couldn’t completely soak up the enormous reaction forces, requiring his suit thrusters to push hard to counter the recoil and preserve a stable firing platform.

Arun knew he could aim full automatic fire for about three seconds before his aim would become wild, and about five seconds before the ammo bulb would be exhausted. But his combat instructors had taught him long ago that life expectancy for a Marine sticking to a predictable vector was only two seconds.

Arun allowed himself just a single second of fire – an age in void combat, but he had little respect for Janissaries as void fighters.

All of this data, this carefully calculated risk, he didn’t just know it at a deeply ingrained level through his training, he thought it through fully. In the void combat that both human and AI were designed for, the blurring between the two meant that Arun could think at speeds far in excess of anything biological evolution could produce. Perhaps these accelerated thought processes were an illusion, but that was the point of the intimate link between Marine and AI: it didn’t matter where one ended and the other began so long as he could outthink and outfight the enemy.

In slow motion, Arun watched the anomalous area explode into a debris cloud of shattered armor, fur, and Hardit blood. It was a beautiful sight, glittering in the glow of Earth light from the planet below.

“High-value that, you monkey-vecks,” yelled Springer.

Arun laughed. She was so in tune with him that her words could have been plucked straight from his head.

Long before the Hardit blood stopped exploding into the vacuum, Arun dodged away, but as he did so he found his suit was already reorienting on a bearing he hadn’t expected, the arms of his combat suit bringing his carbine to bear on an enemy he had not yet seen.

Arun knew what was happening and didn’t fight it. He pushed down on the thrill of terror and tried to keep calm. Barney and Arun were a composite intelligence, but Arun was in charge. If Barney was taking control, then there was a frakking good reason. Arun surrendered his mind as four flashing red dots appeared in his tac-grid display.

He had fatally underestimated the Hardits. Their tactical formation was more sophisticated than he’d assumed and now they had gotten the drop on him.

He had seen them far too late.

The monkeys opened fire.

There was no sound, of course, and the bullets seeking Arun were moving too fast for his eyes to see, but Barney could see them. He could even identify the munition type: hypersonic, armor-piercing kinetic slugs, specifically designed to pierce the ACE-2 series combat suit he was wearing.

The problem with this super speedy thought process was that he now had an eternity to endure after he’d worked out beyond reasonable doubt that the Hardit bullets would find him and end his life. And they would do so before his gun would be in position to fire back.

He clung to a last, desperate hope, something that, long ago, Senior Instructor Tirunesh Nhlappo had drilled into her cadets, and ignored the enemy he was too late to counter. Instead, he concentrated on the enemy that he might just be able to do something about.

Hardits were incredibly impressive innovators, and yet the same patterns in their thought processes kept repeating. They liked things to come in threes, perhaps a deep cognitive connection to the arrangement of their three sickly yellow eyes.

As his arms continue to raise the barrel of his gun, he plotted the tactical map showing the main Janissary group that they’d just shot up, and the reserve who had surprised him.

If he knew the Hardits, they would have three reserves, evenly spread behind the lead element. With the position of the hypothetical missing formations identified, Barney re-analyzed the sensor data from these areas and concluded that his human’s intuition might be right.

Arun hadn’t had time to move his eyesight to the location of the two hidden groups of Janissaries, nor to take in the change Barney had painted on the tac-grid. The visor display was just a backup anyway: it was the tactical awareness inside the Marine-AI mind that mattered.

Arun instructed his arms and his gun to target this new, hidden threat.

All of this, of course, relied upon the firing Hardits not killing him first.

Trust your buddy to have your six, was what Nhlappo had taught them. That way, you can have theirs.

The war had sparked innovation upon innovation: X-Boats, the Rainbow Bridge, the Hardit Blood Virus and all the monkey developments they’d only half understood. Nonetheless, the basics drilled into them as cadets were still the bedrock of staying alive longer than your enemy in close quarters void combat.

The Hardit fire ceased in a spray of alien blood as a frag grenade exploded in their midst.

Nice one, Springer, thought Arun – or maybe it was Barney.

Even the Hardits weren’t dumb enough to stay still in the battle zone, so Arun fired into the area of his hypothetical Janissary reserve with a wide-area barrage of the fur-blinder cocktail he’d prepared in his grenade launcher beneath the SA-71’s main rail gun barrel.

The first layer of the cocktail delivered EMP blasts to confuse Hardit sensors, followed by a layer of flash bang munitions optimized to blind the light-sensitive Hardits that hopefully their confused suits could no longer protect them from. The rest of the cocktail consisted of bac-spray: an aerosol of bacteria designed specifically to eat through Hardit armor.

Without waiting to see the effect of his barrage, Arun jumped away, simultaneously reloading with more fur-blinder for what he speculated was one last Hardit group.

But he never had the chance to fire.

Back in his novice and cadet days, Springer had been Arun’s training buddy. Now it was as if they’d never been apart, as if they were sixteen again in the space above Tranquility-4 undergoing yet another session of basic void combat exercises.

She had already blown away the remaining Hardit squad reserve with her own fur-blinders.

Arun checked the vicinity for more threats. He saw only the remains of a squad of Hardit Janissaries who were now no threat to the Legion, and who would eventually rain down upon the planet’s surface far below when the tendrils of Mother Earth’s gravity field caught hold.

Arun allowed himself a glance at the planet below. In the void above Tranquility-4, he used to look for the dot of light that came from Earth’s Sun. He still couldn’t quite believe he was here, that he was orbiting the mother world.

“Nice shooting.”

Barney identified the speaker as Major-General Karmella Horden. Why was she so far away? Frakk! They had drifted over eighty klicks off course during that last fight.

“Thank you, Major-General.”

On instinct, Arun reached for a status update of the battle, but stopped himself. He was not a field commander. He was a legend, and the Legion would go where he told it, but he wasn’t party to the command levels of BattleNet, not unless he activated his backdoor overrides.

Hell, officially he was dead, and while he’d tried to imbue Legion culture with flexibility of thinking, there was no SOP for senior commanders rising from the afterlife.

So he combined the readings from his eyeballs with Barney’s analysis. Brilliant light flashed in the planet below as energy beams superheated the atmosphere while they tried to vaporize the micro dropships of the assault division screaming through the cloudless skies above North Africa.

Orbital space twinkled with the specks of light that were the orbital defense batteries. Mader zagh! There were so many! Space was so thick with guns that Indiya’s fleet wouldn’t stand a chance if the Rainbow Bridge Marines didn’t knock them out first.

“You can’t take them on alone,” Springer told him when he headed away to the nearest defense platform, its enormous gun ready to unleash a particle beam at the main Legion fleet. They would be in range within minutes.

“Come on,” he urged Springer. “We have to help.”

“Where the hell are you going?” yelled Major-General Horden.

“To join the breach team,” Arun replied.

“No you’re not, General McEwan. I command this division. I don’t need a dumb fuck like you with a death wish confusing my Marines. Senior officers of your rank should be heard and not seen. Better still, they should be completely out of the battle zone. How do you think my brothers and sisters will react when their tac-grids register that General Fucking McEwan is in the firing line? Close on my position. You’re with me for the duration.”

“I won’t be a distraction, Major-General. I have a solution.”

Arun activated his backup plan. This wasn’t the situation he’d planned for, but it would do. General McEwan and Wolf warrior Lissa disappeared from the tactical grid, to be replaced by Private Osman Koraltan and Private Cristina Blanco.

“These were names of brave Marines who fell in the opening days of the war,” Arun started to explain.

“Save your bullshit story for someone who cares,” snapped Horden. She paused, looping in one of the regimental commanders. “Platov, what’s your status?”

“We are inside Platform 27, but we’re hitting resistance. Still establishing breach points for 28.”

“I’m moving up the reserves in support,” said Horden. “Your targets are the last with guns pointed out at the fleet. We must take them now. The fleet is just minutes away. I’m also assigning you two Marines who got themselves detached. Koraltan, Blanco, I’m switching you to Platov’s command now.”

Their tac-grids changed. The dots that represented the men and women of HQ company disappeared, replaced with those of Platov’s 2nd Shock Regiment. They headed for the nearest elements of their new comrades.

“I see you,” said a voice. Barney whispered in Arun’s mind that this was First Sergeant Baker. “Haul your asses over to Platform 27. The monkeys are trying to sneak around the back and take the breach points. You’re gonna help flank them.”

“Roger that,” Arun acknowledged with a grin.

“ETA forty seconds,” Springer confirmed.

Hit me with some hate juice, thought Arun, and Barney complied. Nanoscale med bots implanted long ago by his own traitor brother had rendered Arun immune to the standard cocktail of combat drugs perfected over centuries by the Human Marine Corps.

But they’d worked for a solution. Instead of trying to overcome the nanobots, Barney fed them new instructions to mimic the effects of the combat cocktail.

Arun had a sense of letting go. The chemical alterations in his body didn’t change him, but they honed certain aspects and diminished others. The cares of command sloughed away, and while the hurt the Hardit torturers had inflicted would never leave, its hold over him diminished. Most of all, he felt focused, eager for the kill and more in tune with his own body. The ends of his leg stumps itched furiously as if trying to regrow limbs to fill the empty combat suit legs. The burning pain wouldn’t go away, but it was a small price to pay for allowing himself to be all he’d ever wanted to be.

A Marine.



—  Chapter 27  —

A lifetime of endless slaughter had drained Indiya of her capacity to care about individuals. Win or lose, they would all die in the end, so what did it matter if some died sooner? All that counted was to win the war so that the blood price had not been for nothing.

Many accused her behind her back of being devoid of emotion, but that was not true. She felt an unceasing horror at the brutality of what she had seen and, indeed, what she had instigated. Most of all, she felt a gnawing fear of failure. Had she brought the Legion fleet here to dash it upon hidden rocks placed by Tawfiq? That they were walking into a trap wasn’t in doubt, only whether they had out-thought those who sought to crush the Legion forever.

Arun was the closest to understanding her. They shared leadership of the Legion, he laying down the grand strategy with the help of the organic battle computer in his head, while she held theater and operational command. But over the years, he had enjoyed friends, lovers, even a wife, to ground him. The only other friend remaining to Indiya was Finfth, and he was over a hundred light years away, helping to bolster the defenses at Khallini. Recently, the war had finally begun to grind the light from even Arun’s eyes.

“Admiral,” announced Lieutenant Glen-Liese, “coming into estimated effective range of Hardit orbital batteries in twenty seconds.”

There was no purpose to the young Littorane tactical officer repeating what the battle grid had already told her, but Indiya understood the young Littorane officer’s nervousness, and diverted a little of her attention to reply.

“Thank you, Lieutenant. We shall assume the Marines carry the vengeful blessing of the Goddess and have cleared the way for us.”

With another portion of her mind, Indiya activated a release of oxygen from her station to enrich the water in her vicinity. Like the Littoranes on the flagship’s CIC, she thought better in water than on land these days, but although the gills she’d had implanted years ago were as efficient if not more than the Littoranes’ natural equivalent, she could oxygenate the water to supercharge her mind, although there would be a heavy cost in fatigue to pay in a few hours.

“In range… now!” stated Glen-Liese.

The Hardit guns remained silent.

Since the feint attack many months ago that had secretly led to the Rainbow Bridge, the Legion fleet had still never been fired upon. That wouldn’t last.

The Marines had seen heavy action in Earth orbit, and she expected Arun would have been in the thick of it. That was another difference between herself and General McEwan. When the killing started, he wanted to charge the sound of guns and to be responsible for no one beyond the handful of comrades around him. Typical Marine. It was his breeding and indoctrination – not really his fault – but Indiya was responsible for entire fleets. She coolly organized killing on an industrial scale, and she was very effective at her job.

A section in her mind flashed an alert, and she engaged with a large part of her attention.

Sector Green-3C. Hardit Orbital Defense Platform 31 had fired upon First Fleet with a particle cannon, burning through the Pride of Serendine for 120 milliseconds before going offline to recharge.

Her mind twitched with horrid interest as the stricken Legion troopship reported its demise in painstaking detail. The ventral nacelle had been sheared off by the cannon fire. Multiple compartments were open to vacuum, but the Legion damage control teams had hard-won experience and a refusal to accept defeat. The Pride would have survived its brutal slicing if not for the damage to the coolant feeds to both main heat sinks. Suddenly unable to dump the colossal quantities of energy all warships generated, the Pride would start to melt from the inside. The chemical fuel stores would be the cause of the ship’s death when they exploded. Indiya estimated that would happen in a little under twenty seconds.

At the same time as she was analyzing the damage reports for the likely outcome, she was also trying to understand what it told her about Hardit weapons development. Even as a theoretical model, the Legion’s research teams hadn’t designed a particle cannon that could slice through shields as easily as this. And the precision with which it had targeted a critical point of vulnerability told also of how well the Hardits understood Legion ship design. Hell, those coolant pipes were no larger than her wrists!

With yet another mental processing thread, Indiya delivered the retaliation in revenge for the lives of her Spacers and Marines who didn’t yet know they were dead. The lasers on the divine turrets of thirty leading ships swiveled to target the weapon that had dared to fire upon the fleet, and burned it to molten slag. The near side of the defense platform blew out into space, which hadn’t been her intention. She wished good luck to any Marines caught up in the explosion.

Reluctantly, she made a note to drop her resistance to the divine turrets. It had been the Littoranes who originally insisted that a gun turret on each ship should be designated divine, its control able to be overridden by Indiya directly from her mind. It smacked of a cult of personality, and in her of all people! Nothing good would come of placing too much reliance on one person, and yet the turrets had proven effective time and again. Newer Littorane ships had almost half their armament mounted in enormous divine turrets.

“We’re taking fire,” warned Glen-Liese, two seconds after the engagement was over. “Pride of Serendine’s hit.”

“Retaliation already delivered,” Indiya replied.

She had been plugged into the command deck of this ship for so many decades that she experienced the mood of its crew as if it were a living being. She felt that living embodiment of the ship hesitate, shot through with a pang of fear – a dread of their own commander. Many years ago, Indiya had won the respect of her officers. Only recently had that respect become eclipsed by fear.

Arun wasn’t frightened by her.

Admiral Kreippil also had the decency to still believe his superior officer was mortal, or at least he pretended to do so. Right from the start, the Littorane admiral in command of First Fleet, had suspected all this crap about her being the embodiment of a prophecy – the mortal vessel of the Goddess – was really a political plot.

For many years she had agreed with him.

But now neither of them was so sure. Most Littoranes in the fleet believed Indiya was an avatar of their supreme goddess, a physical manifestation of divine vengeance who could strike down her enemies faster than thought.

When Arun wasn’t around, Indiya started to believe that too.

She needed Arun with her to laugh at her aspiration to goddesshood. He understood. Destiny – in the form of Hummer plotting – had touched him too.

Why am I thinking so much about Arun?

“Message from a Major-General Horden,” reported the comms officer. “All orbital defense platforms are destroyed or in Legion hands.”

The deck crew gargled, the Littorane equivalent of cheering.

Indiya didn’t join in. With the first phase of the plan complete, she needed her mind alert to spring the Legion’s own trap.

She hunkered down and sealed herself in her acceleration cocoon. The entire CIC compartment free floated inside multiple levels of buffering that greatly reduced the impact of aggressive vector changes. Indiya didn’t need the acceleration protection right now. She wanted the cocoon to seal her mind away. Detaching herself from the physical world of gargling amphibians, she extended her massively augmented mind, linking to multiple battle AIs and the sensor feeds from every ship and warboat in the fleets.

Indiya didn’t just receive reports from the combined fleet. She was the fleet.

And the fleet relied upon her to deliver victory, even though they didn’t know it yet.

The Navy commanders were highly skilled and experienced officers whom she could depend upon to deliver her plan of assault. That plan was a frontal attack which relied upon the Hardits knowing the fleet was coming. If the enemy had penetrated the secrecy surrounding Arun’s Rainbow Bridge assault, then the naval plan would have been a disaster. As it was, the enemy’s defenses had been concentrated on the fleet’s point of arrival, bunched up for Arun’s surprise assault to take them out rapidly.

She watched the main strike force of the Legion Navy – Kreippil’s First Fleet – lap around the Earth, ruthlessly mopping up resistance to secure orbital superiority. Second and Third Fleets were in close support while Indiya in the fleet flagship, Holy Retribution, led the Reserve Fleet.

She hoped and prayed this was what the Hardits expected the combined Legion fleet to look like. Unknown – hopefully – to the commanders of the first three fleets, there were two squadrons of reserves that had secretly rendezvoused with the fleet in transit and now remained hidden. Cloaked with every trick the Khallenes and techs from other Legion races had ever devised.

Had Arun been compromised, despite all the work done to purge his body of Hardit infiltration? Did Tawfiq know about the secret reserves? It didn’t seem possible given the fleet had gotten this far.

Again! Why was she thinking about Arun?

She was losing him. That she knew for certain. There was a good chance that he was already dead. Even if he was still out there, having his last fling as a Marine, she had seen the medical reports. His body was packing up, finally yielding to the abuse it had suffered. And his spirit was succumbing too.

With an inward sigh, Indiya yielded to the need to divert her mind to the topic of General Arun McEwan. There was a reason why she kept thinking of him. She had to find that reason and kill it.

Now that she was firing a formidable armory of diagnostics at herself, it didn’t take long to arrive at a likely explanation.

Arun was the only person who’d ever kissed her.

She laughed at herself. The fate of planets hung in the balance, of trillions of lives, and her mind was snagged on a boy who was long gone, the man he’d grown into a careworn and humorless shadow of the kid who had flirted with her.

Then she corrected herself. It wasn’t Arun she missed, but the girl he had kissed. If she lost Arun then she lost her last link to the naïve but happy girl she had been before she had ordered the destruction of the troopship Themistocles, and the death of nearly everyone she had ever known. Logic scoffed that this girl had also been lost long ago, but without Arun the death of her innocence would finally hit her with absolute finality. With him would die the hope that she could ever escape the role destiny had chained her to.

She shrugged inwardly. Hope was for mortals.

Indiya eradicated all thoughts of Arun, archived the memories of the force of sexual attraction that had briefly pulled them together many years ago, and expunged all other distractions.

She was the combined fleet.

She was more than human, and less. She was a human-war machine hybrid dedicated to winning this war, and she knew the battle for Earth orbit was not yet over. Tawfiq was holding back, both sides feinting as they tried to exhaust their opponent and draw out their early punches. But Indiya also knew how to wait. In most battles there came a decision point, a change of momentum or morale when the battle hung in the balance.

Indiya waited for that moment. That was her hidden role.

And when she judged the moment was right, she would unleash her hidden reserves and crush the Hardit navy for good.



—  Chapter 28  —

“The humans are inventive,” said Tawfiq. “I scent that McEwan is not as dead as I’d feared.”

“Magnificence?” queried General Ulmack, commander of near-Earth space, who was on a zero-lag connection to the Victory City bunker from her command post on Earth’s moon.

Tawfiq enjoyed her subordinate’s confusion. Whether it was better that McEwan die now or later, was not a concern for such underlings. “I always assumed the most likely outcome was for the Legion to overcome the first phase of our defenses and establish a bridgehead on Earth’s surface.”

“Yes, Magnificence. The plan accommodates this.”

“My plan accommodates luring them to the surface, but your plan, Ulmack, does not. Your task remains to defeat the enemy in space. If the Legion establishes itself in orbit, you know what you must do.”

“Yes, Magnificence. I shall surrender myself for public execution.”

“Let us hope for your sake that shan’t be necessary.”

“Indeed, Magnificence. The enemy has entered my trap and I am readying to spring it as we speak.”

“Very good. Don’t let me interfere, Ulmack.”

Ulmack didn’t know how to reply to that, so resorted to the one slogan that would never grow old. “One scent! One people! One leader! Ulmack out.”

“Still nothing?” Tawfiq asked the Hummer hovering behind in its life support cylinder.

“We are being blocked.”

“Pity.”

Tawfiq considered how the events of the coming hours would play out. Ulmack was a highly competent commander. But the Legion was also well led, perhaps better. Tawfiq gave Ulmack a fifty percent chance of success. Though it pained her to imagine this, the production of the New Corps had not accelerated as quickly as she had desired, and she wondered whether it would be better for the future of the Hardit Empire if Ulmack were defeated. She toyed with the idea of sabotaging Ulmack’s efforts but decided the risk to morale if discovered would be too great.

Instead, she opened a connection to another subordinate. “General Dine-Alegg, ready Phase 2 to execute on my order.”

“Yes, Magnificence.”

Tawfiq half expected Dine-Alegg to point out that Phase 2 would only be required if Ulmack were defeated. But the general knew better than to complain and severed the connection.

“I don’t need you, Hummer, to know that victory is certain. The only question is how inconvenient the cost of my triumph will be.”

Tawfiq didn’t expect words in reply, more a telepathic sense of agreement, that her vision of the future was broadly aligned with the precognitive creature’s.

Instead, she felt a sense of confusion in the orange blob.

“What is it? What have you foreseen?”

“Nothing. I cannot.”

Tawfiq stared at the creature in surprise. Something looked different about the amorphous orange form inside its liquid-filled cylinder. A stream of red particles was circulating through its center. If the creature had possessed a conventional physiology, Tawfiq would describe that as internal bleeding, but who could really tell with these aliens?

Suddenly she was gripping her head in agony, tearing at her ears. It was the Hummer – its pain was bleeding out across the mental link.

“Hummer? Explain!”

“This… this… this… is UNEXPECTED.”

Tawfiq quailed under the Hummer’s dismay. “How can you say anything is unexpected?” she tried to taunt it. “You collectively see into the future.”

But there was no point in trying to do the creature down – it was too alien. What was more, it showed an interesting and hitherto unexpected ability to be distressed.

“Answer me this time. What future have you seen?”

“I have not seen the future.” A wave of such horror passed across the telepathic link that Tawfiq vomited.

“The past,” the creature said. “Danger! I have seen the past. Your past. It is changing.”



—  Chapter 29  —

En route to Platform 27, Arun took in as much of the view below as he could.

Earth.

A beautiful orb in white and blue, with smears of red and green. Of the countless worlds he’d seen from space, Earth was the most precious by far.

For the treaty with the White Knight Emperor to stick, and for Arun to bequeath peace and stability to the Human Autonomous Region that he and Xin had been instrumental in building, Earth must yield to Legion control. It was that simple.

Or so he had thought until he had actually seen the Earth hanging in the void with his own eyes. Perhaps every species had a deeply wired connection to their homeworld, because he knew Earth could never be just another planet to him.

Was Springer thinking the same thing?

That information would have to wait. First Sergeant Baker had ordered them to go completely silent, to take the Hardits by surprise. But into that silence, Earth was insinuating its siren song.

He recognized the shapes of the continents, with names that had spoken to him with great power since he was a boy. Africa was his main concern, and it came into view below. In the north of the continent, in a great desert called the Sahara, pinpricks of lilac light danced like bioluminescent insects. The pretty sight betrayed a deadly reality down there in the gravity well: deadly energy beams lancing up from Hardit ground stations to clear the assault division dropping into the Sahara.

With Barney’s help, he forced himself to look away from the world from which his ancestors had been taken. He had entrusted Major-General Sarwar to deliver the Sahara landing zone. He and Springer had their own battle to fight now.

Platform 27 hove into view.

Function triumphed over form in the mind of Hardit designers, and yet they always seemed to include their signature imprint of squat ugliness. Platform 27 was a misshapen, dented sphere to which rings with bulbous additions had been grafted onto the outside like an afterthought. A stubby protuberance was pointing into space, waiting for the arrival of the main Legion fleet, only minutes away now.

This was an enormous particle cannon, the platform’s interior a particle accelerator that pushed high-energy particles through the cannon to slice through any ship armor devised.

A unit of about two hundred Hardit Marines had snuck around the back of the platform, hugging the hull for cover, emerging at the Legion breach point and trying to wrest it back from a depleted company of about a hundred human Marines who were trying to hold it.

Small unit tactics in the void were very different from ground combat or the claustrophobic fighting through underground defensive warrens. There was no cover in space, no high ground, no alternative but to move, move, and move again, because if you stayed still you were dead.

To the outside observer, well-trained void Marines appeared to whizz around at random, like a molecular view of a hot gas. From the inside, the truth was that small unit commanders would be choreographing an intricate dance of feint and counter-feint designed to serve up moments when enemy soldiers were outflanked, outnumbered, and consequently out of the game.

But there hadn’t been time or a safe location to put in the hundreds of hours needed for the void squads of Arun’s Rainbow Bridge sneak attack to learn that dance.

This really was random motion. Sergeants screamed at their Marines to avoid drifting away in the maelstrom of fast-moving dogfights, binding them into a semblance of cohesion and falling upon flanked groups where they could, but relying for the most part on their Marine’s fighting spirit.

And it was working… up to a point. The Legionaries were holding their own, but in this slugfest, the superior Hardit numbers were beginning to tell.

Arun excelled as a strategist, not a tactician, He always had done, but there was another military trait he’d never lost. He had been a competition-winning marksman since before the race of Janissaries had even been conceived, back when Hardits were grumpy, aggressive, and deeply unpleasant but wanted nothing more than to keep themselves to themselves. Before Tawfiq created her abominations, who wanted to exterminate all other life forms.

And thanks to their ACE-2s’ stealth functions, the Hardits had no idea he and Springer had showed up.

Barney established a figure-of-eight holding pattern. It would be easy for the enemy to track, but Arun and Barney were counting on speed of execution to keep alive.

“If you’re there…” said Springer on a tight comm beam. “I’m standing off and taking them out with aimed fire.”

“You take the monkey-vecks closest to the station,” Arun replied to his invisible partner.

In acknowledgment, a Hardit just meters away from the hull seemed to sprout horns, as a hole punched through its helmet and skull, plumes of dark matter ejecting out into space.

Arun shot one in the back, an invisible beam of coherent light reaching out from his carbine barrel and burning through the thruster pack on its rear, and out through the front of its chest. The Hardit’s suit went wild, sending the alien careering into its nearby comrade.

The Hardit equipment must have improved since the last time Arun had fought in the void, because one of the monkeys was already turning their way. But before it could fire, Arun’s carbine registered that its laser capacitor had recharged, and he put a beam through the Hardit’s faceplate, a tell-tale finger of cherry red lancing through the intervening debris cloud before the beam was concealed by the content of its victim’s head blowing out of the shattered helmet.

“Keep firing,” Springer urged.

Getting dicey, said Barney through direct mind link, which was much faster than speech. We’ve got three seconds, tops, before they shoot us.

Barney was right. After a single laser shot powerful enough to take out a Hardit in combat armor, the SA-71 carbine required half a second to recharge its capacitor. Half a second was an age in modern warfare, and the Hardits were far from stupid. They wouldn’t allow Arun and Springer many half seconds before they returned fire to end this new threat stinging their flank.

Arun gave Barney the unspoken equivalent of telling him not to worry his little AI head and keep providing him with target solutions.

Arun shot the recoilless missile launcher that a Hardit was trying to point his way. A missile exploded in a burst of luminous paint that Barney predicted would soon engulf not only the missile specialist but its companion, a tall Hardit wearing a harness loaded with easy to reach missiles.

Arun had put his life in Barney’s hands many times. Despite his smarts, which made the AI appear almost godlike in his omniscience, Barney was still machine, and machines often didn’t understand what lay in the heart of a living, breathing person – even a Hardit.

If the enemy had been machines, Arun would have evaded by now. They weren’t. Already pressed hard by the 2nd Shock Regiment Marines, and now with this deadly flanking fire, they stopped functioning like the ultra-warriors the Janissaries fancied themselves to be, and began glancing at their fellows, to see whether they too were faltering. They began to look for escape routes.

What they saw instead, were Marines of 2nd Shock extending their assault cutters at the end of their carbines and charging at the Hardits head on.

Against Hardit combat armor, the monofilament needles would blunt quickly. And in the vacuum of space, the hideous whine of the fast-rotating needles, which put the fear of their foul gods into them, couldn’t propagate, although the ethereal blue glow that emanated from the needle tips could.

Logically, this modern-day equivalent of a bayonet charge made no sense, but First Sergeant Baker knew what he was about. He wasn’t going to use logic to defeat the enemy; he was going to kick the hell out of them with fighting spirit.

And he was right. The Hardits looked for gaps in the melee and fled through them.

Those who held their positions were rewarded by Barney and Saraswati marking them as priority targets for the two old Marines who did not slacken their fire rate.

Barney began nagging at Arun’s attention.

What is it? he queried.

I want you to look at something, said the AI as they took out another Janissary. One of the enemy looks distinctive.

How? Arun replied as he picked his next target.

That’s the thing. I want you to give me your gut, human reaction, and tell me I’m not going mad.

When his carbine was next recharging, Arun allowed Barney to return his field of view to the Hardit missile specialist and its loader companion.

Paint munitions were an ancient technology for defeating stealth systems, but the Hardits had taken it a step further by making the paint corrosive enough to eat through pressurized combat suits. The Hardit Arun had shot earlier was dead, still gripping with hands and tail a missile launcher that was rapidly dissolving. The loader was coated in the corrosive paint from one of its own missiles and was floundering like a drowning man.

Arun couldn’t understand what had attracted Barney’s interest. The loader was like the other Hardits. It lacked a tail, which was unusual but not unknown. After all, Arun himself lacked legs. Void combat was a brutal business but forgiving of certain wounds that would be disabling in a gravity well. But… there was something. The body was too long, the shape not right somehow.

Then the enemy’s faceplate blew out and the occupant squeezed his eyes against the bite of hard vacuum, pain and terror written across his hairless face.

It was a human!

“Christ on a bike,” exclaimed First Sergeant Baker so unexpectedly that it made Arun jump.

He was about to reprimand the NCO for hacking into a general’s visual feed when he remembered that he was now Private Osman Koraltan, and a senior NCO could access the visuals of enlisted ranks whenever he damn well chose.

“Nice shooting,” said the NCO. “Damn! Human traitors?”

“Where do you want us, Sergeant Baker?” asked Arun.

“Inside. Koraltan, Blanco. You’re to be runners. I can’t raise the colonel, so I want you to relay him an order from General Horden. The main armament of Platform 27 has been disabled from the outside. The colonel’s priority is now the capture of prisoners and data stores. Man, better make that human as well as Hardit prisoners. Better tell him too that we’ve lost all the officers in 5th Company. I’m assuming command.

Arun hesitated. Springer tried to cover for him by confirming the Sergeant’s message, but Baker would know Arun was rattled. NCOs could see more than their subordinates’ visuals; they could see ammo state, vital signs, mood states, and could even remotely administer combat drugs.

“You got a problem with that, Koraltan?”

Arun had to make a quick decision. Operating as a runner wasn’t easy without legs, not in the confined spaces of a weapons platform. If he couldn’t follow the sergeant’s order effectively, Arun had to own up to his true identity.

It was no decision at all. It might be the wrong call, but the nanites acting as combat drug analogs would not allow Arun to back down.

“No, First Sergeant. Just catching my breath. We’re good to go.”

“Then what are you waiting for? Shift your fuck-ugly butts!”

Springer and Arun flew into the breach alone.



—  Chapter 30  —

Endless, cloudless blue sky burned through Wokmar’s goggles and seared her retinas. Zayk’Z regarded her without comment as she was forced to look away from the sky and kneel down in the sand, taking deep breaths of the sunbaked air.

The sea of sand that stretched beyond the horizon was hot, fouled even the most ruggedized equipment, and chafed her every joint, but at least it possessed enough solidity to counter the endless nothingness overhead.

“We are Janissaries,” commented Zayk’Z kindly. “Not gods. Even we suffer on the surface of this hell world.”

The gun team leader, Sil-Sfhanikel, kicked Wokmar to her feet. “If the battery commander catches you ground hugging, then she’ll give you something more than being above ground to worry about.”

Sil-Sfhanikel bared her teeth and exceeded dominance scent, but her odor also carried undertones of wariness without anger. She padded around the gun emplacement on all fours, the other four gun-crew watching her every move with their snouts raised attentively.

“Look here,” said Sil-Sfhanikel indicating with her tail a section of the emplacement wall where the desert was spilling over. “Wokmar hugs the sand dunes, which makes me suspect her loyalty to the New Order because the dunes are our true enemy, not the humans and their lesser-race nefnast allies. Sho, dig us out before were all buried beneath the sand.”

“Attention! Attention!” The gun crew snapped a salute at the sound of the battery commander’s voice barking from the speaker in the gun’s control console. “Enemy targets acquired. Coming from directly above. Individual drop formation. Range, twenty miles. Fire at will and stain the sands with human blood. A week’s hunting license to the gun team registering the most kills.”

Sil-Sfhanikel leapt back to her post at the targeting console. “You’re in luck, Zayk’Z. You’ve never enjoyed a week hunting human civilians. They make better sport than you’d guess.”

“I’d rather hunt Marines,” she replied, taking her perch at the secondary console next to the gun leader. “They’re psychotic cyborgs. Completely insane.”

“Or brave and deservedly confident,” said Wokmar, which won a warning glare from Sil-Sfhanikel.

Sho seemed to agree, though. As the gun team assistant, she wasn’t expected to speak in the presence of her betters unless spoken to first, but she calmly dropped her shovel and grabbed a rifle. She reached into the ammo box to pick out armor piercing rounds.

Individual drop formation.

Wokmar was a Janissary: brave, expert in her trade, and loyal to Supreme Commander Tawfiq and the Hardit New Order Empire. But she was also a fallible mortal. Individual drop formation. The battery commander’s words made her pulse race and chest tighten.

It meant the humans were falling out of orbit in their accursed armor suits. That hadn’t been the supreme commander’s plan. The batteries concentrated in this hellish desert had expected to engage nefnast warships high up in orbit. Neighboring batteries had already engaged enemy dropships in the upper atmosphere, making Wokmar grind her teeth in frustration to be kept in reserve. She had looked in on their action with excitement that had slowly twisted into wariness. Something about the human assault had not been right. It had been too fleeting. Almost as if it had been a feint designed to draw fire and reveal battery positions.

With a start, she realized that she had buried herself in habit, and was inspecting their gun’s cooling tubes to check their fit was snug.

She stepped back and regarded their hellspewer, an awesome engine of war half-buried in this desert the humans called Sahara.

The squat mechanism of ceramic, metal, gels and fluids was essentially a reverse-engineered starship engine mounted in a recoilless harness and pointed arse-end up into the sky.

The supreme commander had massed a mighty force of nearly two hundred hellspewers to slaughter any Legion warships that emerged still functioning after the punishment meted out by the orbital defense platforms

Hellspewers weren’t designed to take out individual drop troopers.

Zayk’Z and Sil-Sfhanikel had worked furiously to re-purpose the targeting parameters to select the falling Legion troopers, but just as they appeared ready to fire, Zayk’Z let out a subtle scent of horror. Wokmar examined her auxiliary console to see what had caused her comrade’s consternation. When the targeting data resolved, and she saw the targets were multiplying before her eyes, she let out her own scent of horror to merge into the pheromone rich odors swirling around the gun emplacement.

“What is this?” asked Zayk’Z on everyone’s behalf. “Flares? Drones?”

“Drop shields,” answered Sho.

“What would a lowly assistant know of such matters?” barked Zayk’Z.

“Because I’ve seen it before,” Sho replied, though with plenty of respect scent. “On the Legion assault against Klin-Tula, and again at the Battle of Tallerman-4. The Legion Assault Marines hold a drop shield – in the shape of an inverted parasol – that splits away at an altitude of about ten miles, and then again at about five miles. After that, we will face only Marines in suits.”

“The shields are hotter than the humans behind them,” Sil-Sfhanikel pointed out. “The gun marks them as higher priority targets. Can you screen them out?” she asked Zayk’Z.

“Already on it,” answered the targeting specialist.

Over to the northeast, on another sand dune, Gun #3 lanced its beam through the sky, belching out a bolt of brutal lilac, which bathed the gun emplacement in a harsh light that threw hard shadows against the sand.

A moment later, the dune shook beneath Wokmar’s feet. She checked the gun platform stabilizers, not daring to suck in another breath until she was sure the dune wasn’t collapsing around them.

Arguments had raged for weeks on the question of gun emplacements in the Sahara. Should the guns be placed atop the shifting dunes, or down in the valleys below and risk being buried? The commander of their battery insisted Janissaries should always advance toward their foe, so the guns were placed on top of these unstable foundations of sand.

“Why do you not fire?” came the battery commander’s voice over the gun speaker.

“Still acquiring targets,” Sil-Sfhanikel replied. “Gun team, prepare to fire.”

“Sir,” whispered Zayk’Z to Sil-Sfhanikel. “I don’t have a firing solution.”

“Firing!” barked the gun team leader and pressed the firing stud anyway.

The hellspewer reached into the quantum foam and mined the fundamental energy of the universe, shooting a blast of power up through the atmosphere that reached as far as space.

At Sil-Sfhanikel’s fire command, Wokmar’s goggles had automatically blackened. Even so, the sudden flash of light temporarily blinded her, and a blast of superheated air slammed her into the bottom of the pit.

She fought hard against the brutal punishment from their hellspewer, scrambling to her knees and listening to the protesting hum of the exhaust conduits buried into the walls of the emplacement.

They grumbled, but it was the right kind of grumble. She would have grinned if that hadn’t been an invitation for hot sand to blast through her mask and into her snout.

The hellspewer shut down, and Wokmar flew to her auxiliary station to check coolant status.

“Well?” asked Sil-Sfhanikel.

“I’m reading coolant at 82%.”

“I didn’t ask you to read what the control interface tells you. I can query that myself. What does Gunner Wokmar say?”

She detached the inspection panel in the gun block and assessed the coolant tubes by eye. Some had slightly scorched ends, and the blue-tinted fluid had darkened in several more.

“I concur,” she announced. “82% coolant readiness.”

“Replace all tubes,” Sil-Sfhanikel ordered.

Beneath the tough blue fabric of her gunner’s uniform, with its proud hellspewer scent marker, Wokmar’s fur was drenched in sweat. Nonetheless, Sil-Sfhanikel’s words chilled her to the bone.

“Why do you not obey?” Sil-Sfhanikel asked.

Wokmar raced to carry out the order, marveling at Sil-Sfhanikel’s courage while she snapped out the barely used tubes and threw them out of the emplacement to roll away down the dune.

With the confidence and efficiency of long practice, Sho threw replacement tubes to Wokmar, which she rapidly snapped into the coolant chamber.

“Gun #8,” growled the battery commander over the speaker, “why have you stopped firing?”

“Malfunction,” Sil-Sfhanikel lied. “Correcting now.”

“Fix it quickly! Imbecile coward. The battery faces… many targets.”

But it was the battery commander who was the imbecile coward in this matter, thought Wokmar. By taking their gun temporarily out of action, Sil-Sfhanikel was saving wear on the barrel and reducing the risk of the sand shifting beneath them before they had targets available they could actually hit.

“Coolant replaced, sir,” Wokmar announced, making a point to add a little admiration scent to her words.

“Very good, Wokmar. I’m about to fire an extended burst. Forget your normal duties. I want you to concentrate exclusively on giving status updates regarding the coolant system.”

“I obey.”

“Targeting on visual,” said Zayk’Z. “Tracking…”

Wokmar couldn’t resist glancing at the aerial battlefield. The air was awash with fire from the hellspewer batteries, but hidden within the burning skies, thousands of the foe were raining down like vengeful stars.

“Ready,” warned Sil-Sfhanikel. “Firing!”

With the goggles set to maximum darkness, Wokmar braced herself on all fours, her head near the coolant access panel.

The air lit up in fury as their gun spoke.

She let the hot gases wash over her, cooking her fur. Ignoring the hell the gun spewed forth over its own gunners, Wokmar forced herself to breathe so she could perform her duty.

“Coolant at 92%,” she screamed above the sounds of battle.

The air heated rapidly, turning the emplacement into an oven.

“81%,” she shouted, and then the first coolant tube shattered, releasing a toxic spray that burned through gauntlets and uniform to bite her flesh.

“74%.”

“Nefnast is moving hard,” Zayk’Z explained. “We have to lead it by eye.”

Wokmar nodded and snapped in a replacement tube, trying not to yield to dismay at Zayk’Z’s words. Their artillery piece was designed to track the fast but predictable vectors of enemy capital ships. They weren’t meant to be aimed by eye.

“Focus, Gunner Wokmar,” snapped Sil-Sfhanikel. “Report!”

Two more tubes had shattered, and the others were darkening rapidly. Wokmar closed her eyes and imagined she was the gun. In many ways she was. She knew Gun #8, Hellspewer Battery 14, better than she knew her own body, and that meant she was a better judge of its status than the control intelligence, which always gave lagging information.

“40%,” she said.

“Keep firing,” urged Sil-Sfhanikel with impressive calm.

Wokmar ignored the pain in her burning hands as she hot-swapped tubes but they were degenerating fast. So was she: her fur was smoldering beneath her uniform.

“21%,” she gasped through a burning throat coated in toxic fumes “Burnout is imminent.”

“Dog of a human,” cursed Zayk’Z. “Nearly got it.”

“14%,” said Wokmar.

“Your doom is almost upon you, human,” said Sil-Sfhanikel.

So is ours, thought Wokmar, if the gun overheats. At least our deaths will be instant.

“8%… 6%… 4…”

“Got it!” screamed Sil-Sfhanikel and Zayk’Z in unison.

The gun had ceased firing.

For a second, all Wokmar could do was stare at the hellspewer that had come so close the vaporizing its crew. And all this to shoot down just a single nefnast Marine?

Then she remembered she was a proud Janissary gunner and worked with Sho to swap out the cooling tubes at the double. Even though the gun wasn’t firing, the machine was still running very hot, and could still explode.

“Detaching barrel!” warned Zayk’Z. Three heartbeats later, explosive bolts fired, and the hot barrel, undoubtedly warped, flew through the air to land on the dune’s slope and begin rolling away.

Sho readied the replacement barrel while Wokmar finished resetting the coolant, trying not to think of the punishment her legs and hands were about to experience as she clambered up the hot gun block to attach the new barrel.

“Incoming!” announced Zayk’Z.

Wokmar snapped her head up in time to see the battery pounded by a missile salvo that stirred a sandstorm high above their heads.

“Shit!” growled the gun leader. “Gonna make targeting difficult.”

Her voice tailed away as the power hum vanished. On every control interface, screens and status lights went out. Screams and curses rang out from every gun emplacement. It looked like the power was down for the entire battery, and if they couldn’t bring it back up, they were gunners without guns: no more than worthless debris.

Without the deafening roar of the hellspewers, the propulsion systems of the Legion Marines thrummed their lethal beat into her head, and through the clearing sand spray the missiles had thrown up, it was already apparent that the desert sky was no longer a sea of endless blue. Angry dots filled her vision, each one bent on slaughtering every Hardit it could find. Each dot growing rapidly in size.

“What do we do now?” she asked.

Sil-Sfhanikel cleared her throat. “I’ll tell you what we do, Gunner. We are Janissaries – the proud warriors of the New Order. We seek out our enemies and destroy them.”

Wokmar swallowed hard with shame and fear. “Of course, sir.”

Without needing to be told, the gunners all grabbed rifles and stuffed pouches with spare magazines. For now, they were infantry.

A single shot rang out to the north, in the vicinity of Gun #6.

Wokmar braced her rifle on the lip of the emplacement and prepared to sell her life dearly for the Order.

But instead of the metal monsters she feared had arrived sooner than expected, she saw Battery Commander Graen-El standing over a gun emplacement, arm extended and exhaust gases streaming from her pistol.

“Retreat will not be an option,” Sho observed.

“Your worthless opinion was not sought,” growled Zayk’Z, and Wokmar too felt a tinge of disgust that an assistant would offer advice.

“Listen up, you worms,” barked Sil-Sfhanikel. “The power went with that nefnast missile attack, and it’s not coming back. It was a deliberate strike, not a loose connection or an overwrought generator. If we’re going to survive the coming fight, we must think and fight like infantry. Sho is a lowly gun assistant, but she was once an infantry officer. Sho, I order you to take command of our crew.”

“Acknowledged, Gun Leader. The first thing we do is abandon our hellspewer. It’s now a target marker that will get us killed. We regroup a hundred paces away down the slope to the north. Do not bunch!”

It took a painful tug to her tail from Sil-Sfhanikel for Wokmar to take instructions from Sho, but then she was scrambling out onto the burning sands and rolling down to their rallying point.

By the time the battery commander came across them, they were digging firing holes into the sand.

“Good work,” said Graen-El. “I knew I wouldn’t have to encourage Gun Team #8 to stand firm and do their duty. Orders from General Ayit-Synax are to make a stand here. We shall all die, of course, but with every second we delay the nefnast advance, we buy our reserves time to ready their revenge.”

The commander punched her fist into the air. “One scent!” she roared.

“One scent,” the gun team replied.

“One people!” they shouted.

“One Order!” finished the commander, to a more ragged reply from the others. Usually the third chant was “One leader.”

For the first time in her life, Gunner Wokmar imagined the possibility of a New Order led by someone other than Tawfiq Woomer-Calix.

“Comrades,” said Commander Graen-El. “I look forward to remaking your acquaintance in the afterlife.”

Thunder cracked over the desert as the enemy opened fire with their accursed carbines. Hypersonic darts reduced Battery Commander Graen-El to a chaotic mess of flesh, bone, and fur.

Wokmar stared at the horrific sight, transfixed.

“Get your stupid head under cover,” shouted Sho, “or you’ll be next.”

The spell snapped and Wokmar hunkered down as far as she could into the bottom of her firing hole and awaited her end at the hands of these merciless human cyborgs. She didn’t expect to wait long.



—  Chapter 31  —

Springer wiped the blood from her visor, only to fly through a fresh cloud of gore as she grabbed the passageway handhold and came to a halt.

She looked behind and cursed herself, because she had let Arun fall over fifty yards behind. He didn’t complain, but she could tell he was tiring rapidly. In a human station, they would be using their suit motors to fly through the passageways that were filled with the grisly legacy of Colonel Platov’s advance through the Hardit defenses, but the Hardit-designed orbital stations were so narrow and twisting that Arun with his compromised balance would just knock himself out if he used his motors. So they went old school: hand over hand along the recessed bulkhead grips.

Unwarned by Saraswati, a sudden motion surprised her ahead in the passageway. She raised her carbine to fire, but it was only a decapitated head floating past. Three glassy yellow eyes looked at her down a furry snout partially obscured by a fogged helmet visor.

What weapon caused that damage? she wondered.

Cutlass by the looks of it, offered Saraswati. I remember them being standard issue for boarding actions when I was a girl.

Springer laughed, while batting the remnants of the Hardit corpse out of her field of vision. You were never a girl.

That’s wounding, Saraswati snapped. We were all young once. Even you.

Springer wanted to fight Hardits, not her AI. She knew that Saraswati’s tetchiness was a symptom of nerves, but Springer was too worried about Arun to calm her AI as well.

He was almost in touching distance when he suddenly pushed off the bulkhead awkwardly. Arun tumble-turned in midair to bring his gun pointing along the direction they just covered.

“What the hell?” said Springer over the microwave comm link.

Station’s moving, explained Saraswati. Spooked your lover.

Moving… why?

Unknown.

She felt something nudge her foot. It was an equipment box mounted on the bulkhead, pushing against her because the entire station was tilting around its center.

“Contact,” said Arun. “Around the corner.”

Trusting Saraswati and Barney to exchange everything they knew about this new threat, and at a faster rate than human speech, Springer allowed her AI to take brief control of her helmet until it looked 30 yards ahead where the passageway ended in a T-junction. The AIs had agreed an orientation between them, and labeled one branch starboard and one port, even though the Hardits clearly had no need for the orthogonal visual cues humans often employed.

The passageway leading away to port was hidden from view, but a ghostly view appeared in Springer’s vision. She concentrated on the red outlines of figures with tails and guns trained on the junction – threat indicators placed there by Saraswati’s best estimate of the Hardit position. The shapes were fuzzy: the AIs were guessing a lot of this.

“I see them,” Springer acknowledged Arun, before thinking at her AI. Why didn’t you, Scout Girl?

I did. You were too busy worrying about General Impediment to be disturbed by such minor details as the monkeys around that junction who wish to kill you.

“We’ll rush them together,” said Arun. “Grenades then darts. I’ll take point. Keep suit jets cold until ten yards from the junction.”

“Roger that.”

With a precise kick off the bulkhead, Springer sailed slowly through the air, her gifts for the waiting Hardits ready in her grenade launcher.

They’d met Hardit opposition three times since entering the station and come through unscathed. Hardits made poor warriors in space, but Springer still felt the brittle fear that turned her ribs to ice every time Arun put himself in harm’s way.

Getting a bad feeling, chimed Saraswati.

Me too, thought Springer.

Danger had been so much easier to face when they were kids. Those lucky enough to live through the novice and cadet programs enjoyed a life expectancy in battle of less than a day. Her friends had named her Springer because she always pushed herself back up after all those dumb mistakes she’d made as a kid – before going on to do something even dumber. All that had been her thumbing her nose at the universe. If she was going to die young, she used to tell herself, she was going to live what little life she had on her own frakking terms.

Nowadays, the fear of danger gripped her so tightly that she risked locking up.

This has a bad smell, said Saraswati.

Arun had his finger on his carbine’s trigger, only fifteen yards out from the junction.

Saraswati said nothing. She’d have to be truly stupid to confuse the hell out of her Marine a second before she fired, but the AI’s worry rang through Springer like an alarm klaxon.

“Abort!” screamed Springer through the link to Arun.

Without waiting for a response, she threw her carbine backward and lunged for Arun’s boot. She grabbed the hollow space where his ankle should have been, on a vector that allowed her to plant her boots against an air scrubber bolted to the starboard bulkhead. Luckily, the bolts were strong. With the amplified strength in her thighs, she first stopped Arun’s forward flight, and then flailed him around until he was flying back the way they’d come.

“I know you,” he said. “You… Ow!” She winced as his head bounced off the port bulkhead. “You do dumb things for the right reasons, Springer. I’m just a little slow to understand why these days.”

“Saraswati smelled something wrong,” she explained.

Her words would have sounded lame to anyone else in the Human Legion. Arun could easily have fired at the very moment she jerked him out of position. They could be dead now. It told her a lot that his first instinct was to trust her.

Arun conferred with his nonhuman partner for a couple of seconds before replying. “Barney agrees,” he said. “The enemy are too static. We approached close enough for them to hear us, but they didn’t react.”

“A trap,” Springer agreed.

“Specifically, a lure,” suggested Arun.

“Which means they were waiting in ambush.”

Barney and Saraswati must have agreed with their human partners because they added new threat symbols in the guesswork view of the hidden starboard passageway, painting them in blurred lines of orange because they were based entirely on conjecture rather than sensor data.

Springer covered Arun while he brought out a plasma torch and began cutting through the starboard bulkhead.

“It’s a water store,” he said once he’d burned a hole through. He hesitated, and she knew why. Arun’s instinct was to always take point at the first sign of danger, but Saraswati was a specialist scout model AI.

And they needed to know what lay ahead around the starboard turn.

“Cover me,” said Springer, and pulled herself through the hole.

Water was one of the most precious commodities in space, and that was doubly so for Hardits who used it as the basis of many coolant and hydraulic systems. They’d encountered Hardit water storage compartments so often that Springer had already learned one thing about water and pressurized zero-g environments: even in large storage areas, surface tension was usually sufficient to keep it wrapped in one bubble.

She floated through the water, keeping herself relaxed and ready to respond to threats from any direction. Saraswati was sending quiet pings to clarify the situation and soon learned that the station’s defenders had cut a panel from the bulkhead that separated the water from the suspected ambush location, and encouraged the water out into the passageway, the liquid obscuring the enemy’s thermal image.

Just one problem. The water was quickly slowing Springer’s momentum. She would never make it to the far bulkhead of the compartment, which meant she was going to be stuck here, unless she opened up her suit jets.

“Arun,” she said. “Saraswati was right. I count five, maybe more, waiting for us through the… Shit!”

One of the ambushers poked her head into the compartment, saw Springer, and began frantically communicating hand signals to her companions.

That face… It had a breathing mask over a hairless face and a flat mouth, not a snout. It was a young human woman.

“Springer! Report!” shouted Arun.

Two more human ambushers ghosted past the woman who had spotted Springer and swam into to the compartment, rifles strapped to their backs.

“Engaging,” said Springer as she fired three grenades through the missing panel and out into the passageway beyond. She lit up her jets.

“They’re human,” she said for Arun’s benefit.

“Stay inside the compartment,” he replied.

“Roger that.”

Springer gasped when a round creased her shoulder. She allowed Saraswati to guide her suit in a random evasive pattern while she inspected the medical and suit diagnostics. She would live, they told her, but she could do without the red ribbon she was bleeding into the water like an accusing finger. Before she could tell Saraswati to step on the gas, the shockwave from her grenades blasted through the water. It felt as if a lump hammer was thumping her chest, from the inside.

She fought hard to keep her senses, but her head was filled with the roar of white noise, and when she bounced hard off the bulkhead, she completely lost any sense of orientation.

Help me! she begged Saraswati.

If Saraswati spoke, Springer was too dazed to hear, but she thought she felt a sense of calm projected from the AI, followed by…

The view through her visor switched from the confusion of combat inside a huge bubble of water to a security image of a young Arun McEwan wearing a cheeky grin and the old-style camo fatigues in use before the Legion adopted their black uniforms. He was using charged boots to walk down a starship passageway, and from the way the charged routes were marked, this was Beowulf. This must have been on their return to Tranquility, the Legion’s first ever campaign.

What the hell are you doing? she asked Saraswati.

Motivation. The AI fed her a quick succession of images. Arun creeping into Springer’s rack when they were teenagers, wounded in the Battle of Swoons on Antilles, making hungry zero-g love on Beowulf just minutes before she tried to push him out of her heart for decades, a heart that stuttered when Saraswati ended with a medical image of Arun undergoing emergency surgery to amputate his legs. Frakk, he had been such a mess after Tawfiq’s torturers had toyed with him. She’d had no idea.

Stop that! I have to see what’s happening now.

Not yet.

I’m in the middle of a firefight, you insane machine.

No, it’s over.

What?

Arun sorted it, Saraswati told her. You were unconscious for ten seconds.

Then let me go to him.

You asked for my help, and that’s what I’m doing. I’m motivating you to save him from himself. The AI gave a dramatic sigh. If Arun dies, you will never be right again, and either you’ll leave me, or you’ll do something to get us both killed. But Arun is always going to take foolish risks to keep you from harm, because–

Because that’s who he is.

So, you do understand, after all. I’m just saying, Princess. If you want to keep me safe from Arun’s death wish, then you need to keep yourselves out of danger. Why a general should be running around bayoneting monkeys is beyond me. That kind of performance is simply not dignified, and you should give him hell.

Let me see!

Yes, mistress. I obey.

The visor display changed to show the water compartment she shared with three dead humans, and then changed again to superimpose a view of the passageway that lay beyond the bulkhead. Arun was inside the main ambush group. Eight of them, all dead, and by the looks of their corpses in addition to whatever damage the grenades had inflicted, Arun had shot them with darts and gutted them with his assault cutters.

No, not quite, she realized as she jetted through the missing panel and out into the passageway. One of the enemy combatants was still glowing red with a hollow outline, meaning the potential target was alive, but Saraswati didn’t currently rate him as a threat.

The only threat going on here came from Arun himself, who had his hand in the wounded man’s hair, dragging him out of the water and then ripping away his mask.

Springer glared at the traitor. He was young and with the slender physique typical of the human race before the White Knights had bred them for specialist roles. He was bloodied and groaning in pain with his hands pressed against his side where a cone of blood flowed into the air.

He flinched when Arun yelled in his face with a fury she’d never heard before. “What the hell are you doing fighting for them, you treacherous piece of filth?”

The man swallowed hard and summoned as much defiance as he could to look Arun in the eye.

“I am of the Faithful,” he said.

Springer did her own flinching when Saraswati gave her an electric shock: wake up and focus! 

She left the traitor to Arun and carried out her duty, moving to the junction and checking all three routes for threats, noting the platform was still turning, and the empty suits and charged energy weapons a short distance along the port passageway: the lure that had nearly meant their deaths.

“Faithful?” said Arun. “Faithful to whom? To God? To your puppet governor, Romulus?”

The traitor laughed, but it quickly choked off into a wet, bubbling sound.

“We’ve got company,” Springer warned Arun. BattleNet was reporting a party of Legion Marines headed their way along the port passageway.

“We are faithful to the supreme commander,” explained the traitor with pride. “To the Blessed One, Tawfiq Woomer-Calix. It will be an honor to die in her name.”

“Grant that frakk his wish,” ordered a woman’s voice that Saraswati identified as Major Aliya Shadid, one of the cluster of armored Marines thundering their way.

“Negative,” Arun answered thoughtfully. “I want to know what we’re facing. I didn’t expect to encounter a human enemy.”

The SA-71’s characteristic whine and pop was the only warning Shadid gave as she put a dart through the traitor’s head from a distance of fifty yards.

“I don’t give a wet fuck what you want, Private. Any more of your insubordination and I’ll shoot you myself. Now, who the hell are you and what in God’s name are you doing in my battlezone?”

Arun wore a look of disgust as he opened his hands and allowed the shattered body of the Faithful man to drift away.

Princess, warned Saraswati, I don’t think the Major was joking. Remember that job I gave you?

With a hasty salute. Springer reported in. “Private Blanco, sir. This is Koraltan.” She gave Arun a kick and he saluted too. “First Sergeant Baker dispatched us as runners to contact Colonel Platov.”

“He’s dead. Give me the message.”

“Major-General Horden advises that Platform 27’s main weaponry has been disabled from the outside. You’re to shift priority to securing prisoners and capturing data stores.”

“Idiots!” snapped the Major. “You should have told me that before I shot the traitor. Both of you, form up behind. You’re with me now.”

Springer let the Marines pass. There were nineteen of them, plus the major, and they were moving as fast as their suit jets would allow. “Grab my boots,” she told Arun, and headed off in pursuit, towing General McEwan behind.

“Change of plan, frakkwits,” a Sergeant Khoury told them. “We were already after the data cores. That’s when we intercepted an enemy transmission. Hardit special ops have already retaken Platform 31, and they’re about to try for the other platforms too. We need to warn General Horden.”

“Why is the platform moving?” Arun asked.

“Because we’re shifting around to shoot Platform 31 out of orbit,” replied the sergeant.

“But General Horden said she had destroyed the gun.”

The sergeant sighed. “General Horden waves her magic name and bewitches simple privates and stripers with its spell. But she’s not as all-knowing as she wants you to think. For example, particle cannons have simple barrels that are regularly swapped out, which is precisely what we’re doing right now. Platform 31 is going to be toast as soon as we get the gun back online.”



—  Chapter 32  —

“Turn it up, will you, Colin? Just a tad. I like this one.”

The combat AI plugged into the Mark 6 Phantom’s central console obediently amplified the thumping double bass of the Nova Bop track. Whatever it was called. The name escaped Caccamo’s mind.

“Sonny Sidse,” offered Colin, interrupting his pilot’s thoughts, as always. “Track’s called ‘Down Under Dreams’ from his Blue Beyond album, released 2565 A.D.”

Squadron Leader Laban Caccamo allowed Colin to feel his thanks as he loosened the harness of his acceleration seat and reclined it backward.

No matter the service branch, most people Caccamo knew detested the endless waiting as about the worst aspect of life in the Legion.

Not him. Not anymore. While Caccamo sat with the rest of his squadron awaiting the order to launch from the Lance of Freedom’s cavernous Hangar-B, outside in space the Battle of Earth was about to hot up. He kept half his mind on its progress while he relaxed in his X-Boat, basking in the cinnamon-scented air and his careful selection of Earth music.

“If one liberates a planet, it’s only good manners to get to know its music first, don’t you think, Colin?”

“Only a Philistine would think otherwise. Although… Laban, hate to bring it up, but… Have you any thoughts regarding the battle? Tactics? Orders? That kind of thing.”

“Really, Colin? You disappoint me. You can read my mind better than I can, and we both know it.”

“Yes, Laban. That was rather the point.”

Caccamo sighed. Colin was so much easier to get along with when plugged directly into his mind instead of talking through the headset speakers. He was beginning to regret setting his AI the challenge of being able to speak so convincingly as a human that he could get himself a flesh-and-blood date. “Very well. Hit me with the battle hymn.”

“Activating war music now, Squadron Leader.”

Only a few notes into his trumpet solo, Sonny Sidse faded away to be replaced by Caccamo’s game music – a track from Earth’s 20th century that he felt most perfectly captured his desire to crush the New Order. It was a number called ‘Putting on the Ritz’.

“It’s a trap,” Caccamo said.

“Obviously. If that were ever in doubt, 2nd Wing’s telemetry is worsening by the second.”

Caccamo threw up his hands in surrender. “I get it, Colin. We’re outta time. You win. Give me a sample of what they’re saying.”

The jazz music faded to the background to be faced by pilot chatter from First Fleet’s other void wing.

“Setting shunt threshold to forty percent,” said Wing Commander Knutsen, a Jotun X-Boat flier with a gambling problem for which Caccamo felt some responsibility.

“Not enough,” said Void Captain Puja Narciso, the commander of First Fleet’s void wings who was out there in the fight. “All pilots in 2nd Void Wing – lower energy shunts to 30 percent and be ready to reduce further. The monkeys are frakking with the Klein-Manifold Region for a reason, so keep loose. They’ll attack soon.”

“You getting this, Cacco?” asked Dock, the leader of 3rd X-Boat (Strike) Squadron, not far away on the Divine Embrace, the other carrier of First Fleet’s central reserve. Like Caccamo’s carrier, the Embrace was advancing inside a cloud of picket ships and drones.

Laban Caccamo had been born to fire carbines as a Marine. His flying ability had come as a welcome surprise. The command responsibility that had come with it, much less so. Less than an hour earlier, Wing Commander Abayomi had been arrested, falling foul of the latest Blood Virus random sample testing.

Which left Caccamo as senior squadron leader in 1st Wing.

You’re the boss now, big man. 

Taking Colin’s hint, Caccamo planted his most winning smile onto his face. “Squadron Leader Dock,” he answered cheerfully. “I’m surprised to hear from you. Thought you’d still be on your tea break.”

“I think it’s gotten beyond tea, old boy. Analysis?”

“We’re going to die,” said Caccamo without hesitation. “The monkey-frakks finally figured how to wipe out our X-Boats.”

“Damnation, Laban! I’ve come too far to walk into this slaughter without a fight. Think, man. What are we to do?”

“Klein-Manifold energy levels spiking,” said Puja over fleet comms. “All pilots reduce energy shunt limiters to 10 percent.”

Caccamo slammed his fists into his seat arms. “Mader Zagh, Dock! What do you think I’ve been doing ever since the first reports came in that the Hardits had heated the K-M too hot for us to use? I’ve got nothing. There are 300 souls in this void wing looking to me for answers, and I’ve got nothing.”

Dock laughed. “Really? You’re Laban Caccamo. Even if you don’t have solutions… yet… You can always offer them something.”

“I mean it, Dock. I’m empty. What do I tell Rammy Narciso in 2nd Squadron? That’s his mother out there, telling 2nd Wing to turn off the one advantage that makes X-Boats unbeatable. What do I tell him, Dock?”

“Easy, old friend. Just remember this. Indiya has known for decades that we were flying into a trap. She’ll be listening in on every report from every ship and yet she’s not told Puja to abort her mission. Why not?”

“Because…” Caccamo swallowed hard. “Because Indiya has something up her sleeve that we don’t know about. Good work, Dock. First Earth-side bar we hit, drinks are on me.”

“Splendid! Perhaps over these drinks we can discuss my outrageous demotion for–”

Without needing to be asked, Colin cut off Dock and switched to the wing comm channel.

“Acting 1st Void Wing Commander Caccamo to all call signs. I know you’re listening in on 2nd Wing’s reports. The New Order has screwed with the K-M Region. With nowhere to dump our momentum, our birds can no longer turn on a dime or slam on the brakes. Shields are out too. But our energy shunts are only one of the two key components that make our squadrons invincible. The other is you – the pilots and AIs who remind the New Order fliers every time we tussle with them that they should have stayed deep underground where they belong.”

He paused – his belief in his own words suddenly deserted him. Colin whispered into his mind what he should say next.

“Ladies, gentle-beings, and shovel-headed rogues,” announced Caccamo, “it’s time to finish your coffee and strap in tight. To give Tawfiq’s thugs a sporting chance, we won’t be flying X-Boats this time. I’m temporarily re-designating all X-Boat formations as Z-Boats, because all call signs will switch off energy shunts completely. And you know what? We’ll still smear Earth orbit with so many Hardit corpses that the poor civilians down there on the planet will look up and think they’ve teleported inside a fur glove.”

Good? he thought at Colin.

Maybe you went a little far.

Hey, I have a reputation to live up to.

“It’s time, people,” said Caccamo. “All squadrons. Launch! Launch! Launch!”



—  Chapter 33  —

“Updates coming through,” reported the Blood Virus officer, that ridiculous little runt, Senior Technician Kremsup.

Fully a quarter of General Ulmack’s command center was given over to the Blood Virus team, and as far as she was concerned, that was a quarter too much. Lagging and unreliable at the best of times, now that they were on the brink of combat, the Blood Virus intelligence was worthless. Nonetheless, Supreme Commander Tawfiq claimed credit for the intelligence coup that had indeed penetrated to the heart of the Legion commanders. To snub Kremsup would be considered politically provocative.

Ulmack lifted her tail in acknowledgment of the little shit. “Report!”

“Multiple human assets within the Legion First Fleet are indicating increased anxiety. X-Boat pilots flying combat air patrol missions in near-Earth orbit are reducing energy shunts to minimal levels.”

“An obvious point,” snarled Ulmack, unable to contain her contempt. “If the X-Boats had not reduced their shunts then they would already have burned up. Do not waste my time telling me things that even a brain-damaged human would realize I must already know.”

The Blood Virus officer almost fell off her chair in surprise.

Ulmack bared her teeth, making the little runt flinch, which was satisfying enough to get Ulmack out of her chair and striding aggressively toward Tawfiq’s lapdog.

Kremsup looked around for support, but discovered her fellows were too stunned by Ulmack’s sudden change of demeanor to offer any.

Ulmack pushed her snout up against the Blood Virus officer and growled. “Listen good, you little turd. I’m about to fight the most crucial battle in the history of the New Order. If you have something to say to me that I do not already know, then you may beg to report. Otherwise you keep your snout fully shut. Do you understand?”

“Yes, General.” Kremsup squirmed in her seat and gave off odors of submission, as well she might.

Ulmack would deal with her later, but there were battles to win first. As she returned to her command console, she wore a smile openly on her face. Kremsup’s submission had felt good and there was no point in hiding the reality of the situation. The Legion would fight hard but was as good as dead. The deadlier of the two battles about to commence was between Ulmack and Tawfiq, and with her humiliation of Kremsup, Ulmack had just fired her opening shot.

Tawfiq Woomer-Calix. Ulmack’s tail swished through the air as if slapping the jumped-up maintenance engineer who dreamed of immortality. Tawfiq would never permit Ulmack to claim the honor of the final victory. No matter. Unlike Tawfiq, Ulmack had risen through the ranks on merit, not through murder and mob rule. Which meant that Ulmack knew precisely how to win a war on two fronts: first knock out the weaker opponent with a swift blow and then turn your full attention on the stronger.

The weaker of Ulmack’s foes was the Human Legion. It just didn’t know it yet.

After clearing his throat, Ulmack gave the order to educate the Legion in New Order superiority. “This is Luna Strike Pack Actual. Initiating countdown at T-40 seconds. Janissaries, our ascendancy is assured. One race! One scent! One empire!”

Tension clogged the area of the lunar command bunker as the numerals on the main screen counted down to the final reckoning.

“Beam throttles relaxing,” reported the Devil Eye senior technician at T-12 seconds. “Polarizers initiating.”

“General, Fleet Commander Shi-X’Il reports weapons hot and preparing to de-cloak.”

“Exhaust lasers operational.”

“All enemy ships well within target zone.”

Ulmack’s hands crushed the arms of her seat. This was the most dangerous part of the coming battle. The humans on this planet had never accepted their rightful place as a subordinate species whose extinction was delayed only by the whim of the New Order. There had been resistance.

A shudder passed up Ulmack’s tail. The human insurgents had been deadly and inventive in their attacks and seemed not to notice the devastating reprisals. As a consequence, the Devil Eye beams had never been fired at full-strength to avoid revealing themselves to human saboteurs. The possibility of catastrophic failure was a real one.

“Beams firing now, General.”

Ulmack had rehearsed this moment in her mind, even though she couldn’t know in advance what this experience would feel like. She kept her face and her scent utterly impassive while she felt her guts pulled inside out, stretched to many times their original size, and then stuffed back inside her at right angles to reality.

That was how she experienced the beam’s backwash.

A junior signals operative must have felt something similar, because she collapsed to the floor and vomited. Ulmack was determined she would not be the next to succumb to the unnerving effect of these unnatural weapons.

The weapons designers called them Devil Eyes. Weapons specialists often used foolish names, but in this case the description was apt. The Devil Eyes buried beneath the lunar surface consisted of three coordinated energy weapons, arranged like the three eyes on a face. Each eye was in reality a 250-terawatt directed energy beam, each polarized to a different anti-neutrino phase.

At the weapon’s focal point, the three phases would fuse together, provoking no easily observable result in conventional space-time, but with the effect of igniting a miniature sun that blazed through several higher dimensions, such as the one used by the Legion X-Boats to cheat the natural laws of thermodynamics.

That focal point was currently in the middle of the X-Boat wing that was strutting arrogantly amongst the captured orbital defense platforms, a region of space whose associated higher dimensions had already been heated over many years. It was about to get much hotter.

And if all went to plan, disabling the X-Boats would not be the only effect of the Devil Eyes.

“General, we’ve decrypted X-Boat voice comms.”

“Excellent. Now that is signal intelligence of real value. Stream the translations to my monitor but let me hear their words on audio too. I wish to hear them die.”

– “K-M hot and rising. I think I’m being targeted. Turning off–”

– “Goblin’s gone, sir. Ice Dealer too.”

– “Enemy ships emerging. My God, there’s hundreds of them.”

– “K-M’s real hot here.”

– “Shut it down. This is 2nd Wing Actual. Shut down your energy shunts. I repeat shut them down!”

– “Seventh Squadron. Assume pike formation and let’s take out those fur frakkers.”

– “Drones on my tail. Can’t shake them.”

– “Missile lock! Missile lock!”

– “Locking AI for ram speed. Smoke me some monkeys, guys.”

– “Pull back. Do not engage!”

– “First Fleet. Why aren’t you moving up in support? What? What do you mean you’ve lost main drive? Every ship? Marooned?”

– “1st wing. Leave the enemy ships. We’re no match. Form up on me. There’s a massive energy release on the moon. Don’t know what it is, but we going to shoot it to shit. Form up… Where did everyone go?”

“General Ulmack, sir. All X-Boats destroyed.”

“And the main fleets?”

“All First Fleet main engines disabled. They’ll be lucky to avoid crashing into the Earth. Secondary shields and point defense still effective but rapidly degrading. Second Fleet and Reserves have sporadic drive capability and taking hits now.”

“Fleet Commander Shi-X’Il, concentrate all fire upon enemy First Fleet. Rip open their ships and the remnants of their sorry armada will flee for their lives. And, Shi-X’Il. You have tactical command now.”

The commander of Ulmack’s warships acknowledged her revised status without comment, but in her head she would be trying hard to figure out what her superior was up to.

“Zeynth,” barked Ulmack at her personal assistant as she rose from the command chair. “Ready the nearest private communication chamber. I have an urgent conversation to arrange.”



—  Chapter 34  —

“Drones on your tail, Cacco,” warned Polecat. The fact that she was a pilot from another flight cut Caccamo to the core. It was his wingmen’s job to watch his back… but they were all gone.

She’s right, you know, Colin pointed out directly into Caccamo’s brain. The intense gees were wrenching such groaning protests from their Phantom that the AI had abandoned communicating through speakers.

Can’t be helped, Caccamo thought back, grimly focusing his attention on the targeting reticle as he tried to track the enemy drones in front of him. He couldn’t let the drones destroy the Swordfish fighter-bombers. He had to protect them whatever the cost.

Colin conceded his human’s priorities and the two split their attention: Caccamo firing the twin-linked railguns mounted in the nose, while Colin threw out every last countermeasure from the Phantom’s rear in a desperate attempt to keep the four drones on their tail from shooting them to drent.

At last, thought Caccamo. Target lock! He thumbed the firing stud and grinned as the drones disintegrated. He’d bought the Swordfish at least a little time.

The grin was a mistake. At these insane g-forces, acceleration tried to rip his lips from his face.

He closed rapidly on the cordon of enemy monitor boats that had appeared out of nowhere, but the Swordfish still weren’t close enough to release their bombs. Ever since the Hardits had reduced his X-Boats to Z-Boats, every distance seemed farther, and the threat they faced every inch of the way was far more dangerous at these slow speeds and pitiful acceleration.

I’m all out, said Colin. They have a clean shot at our tail.

The Phantom juddered as kinetic rounds clipped their rear armor. A diagnostic view solidified in the HUD, showing in numbers the rapid degradation of the craft’s outer structure.

Caccamo tried to look on the bright side. Every second the drones remained locked onto him, was a second longer for the Swordfish to move closer to strike range.

But his rear armor was almost gone. His bird wouldn’t last long enough.

OK, Colin. I want you to peel off those drones. Passing you flight control.

>Outstanding! the AI acknowledged. Finally, we’re off to the races.

Without the energy shunt to magic the laws of thermodynamics away into the Klein-Manifold Region, Caccamo felt every Newton of force crashing down on his chest as Colin took control of the Phantom and veered away from the Swordfish.

Shifting g-forces padded across Caccamo’s torso like a procession of overweight Tallermans, the crushing pressure ratcheting ever higher, not relenting even for an instant.

Caccamo tried to make sense of the HUD but the acceleration was smearing his vision across the back of the couch, so Colin fed a simplified situation summary into his brain stem. All four drones were still following – they’d successfully pulled them away from the Swordfish, but that meant the drones were moments away from getting the killing shot on him. And the Swordfish now initiating their final attack run would do no more than slow the Hardit demolition of First Fleet’s capital ships.

When Colin caressed his mind and told him he’d done well, Caccamo drew a little comfort because he knew it was true. He was no glory seeker, but if this was his time to go, he wanted to die well.

I’m not done yet, Cacco. See you on the other side.

Colin stomped on the gas pedal, and Caccamo blacked out.

He awoke screaming in agony. His body was filled with lava that burned every cell of his body. The pain was unrelenting, and he fell into the pit of hell, falling… falling…

A hand reached down to him, and he clasped it, weeping with the punishment his body was suffering.

Why did the searing agony not kill him? He yearned to curl into a scorched cinder, but the helping hand would not let go and hauled him up from hell, through waves of cooling void and spun his head around so rapidly that he was sure his brain twisted through 180° inside his skull.

The spinning stopped with a savage jolt that threw his eyes open.

He was inside the cockpit of his Mark 6 Phantom. His body was alive – more than alive with the blast of revitalizing drugs pumped into him. In front of the fighter’s nose, the barrier of monitor boats was fast receding, but the drones were still in pursuit, despite Colin’s hard-gee maneuvering. The only reason he was still alive was because the Phantom had spun about so now the drones were eating through the Phantom’s front armor.

Still too dazed to think clearly, Caccamo stopped trying to think his way out. Higher order brain functions would only screw things up. Instead, he allowed his subconscious to merge with Colin, and together they blasted the drones into pieces just moments before they did the same to him.

Let’s see what other damage we can do, he thought, his mind returning. Swiveling the Phantom while applying thrust through the main engines he hunted for targets, but the tussle with the drones had taken him too far away from the battlezone. The monitor boats were already out of his railguns’ effective range.

“Dog tits!” he yelled, slamming the console with his fists. If the energy shunt was operational, they could have braked within a second and be amongst the monitor boats before they knew he was there. Frakk, fuck, and chodderation!

He started to form a question: Can we…?

No, Colin answered. The K-M Region is cooler here, but still too dangerous to switch on the energy shunt.

Danger isn’t something we can take off the table, old friend. Nice flying while I was out, by the way. Okay. Let’s see what’s up.

Caccamo stepped into Colin’s view of the battle. Doing so cost a couple of seconds and a sickening lurch to his abused guts, but with Puja and 2nd Wing lost, Caccamo was the senior X-Boat commander in the Legion. It was down to him to figure how to turn his reduced Z-Boats into a battle-winning force that would rescue the Legion from Tawfiq’s trap.

Their joint mind built up a detailed model of the battlezone and began running scenarios of how the X-Boats could play their part.

The Hardits had known the exact time and position of the Legion naval attack. That much was abundantly clear.

Hardit monitor boats had de-cloaked around the Legion fleet in a deadly funnel formation with guns pointed inward at their trapped victims. Barely maneuverable and lightly armed, monitor boats were little more than rafts mounting particle cannons. If the enemy hadn’t heated up the K-M Region in advance, his X-Boats would have cleared the protective clouds of Hardit drones with ease before slaughtering the monitors. But something else was happening. Another Hardit weapon was disabling the zero-point drives that powered the main engines of the Legion capital ships whose heatsinks were failing too, meaning they were unable to fire energy weapons without melting themselves.

True, Arun’s special ops project had won control of the orbital defense platforms and had already turned the Hardit weapons against the monitors closest to Earth orbit, but their weapons had limited effective range.

Caccamo had launched his squadrons against the Earth-side end of the Hardit funnel to widen the possible escape route for the capital ships. The Swordfish fighter-bombers had taken out scores of monitors, but at a heavy price that left thousands of the enemy warboats still functioning.

Legion ships were registering continuous hits from cannon fire. It was a slugging match, the Hardits slowly pummeling the Legion ships into oblivion. The only answering fire came from missiles streaming into the funnel of monitor boats. Most of the missiles had been taken out by the Hardit drones, but the Hardit defensive screens were wearing thin now and the Legion’s own drones were taking the fight to the enemy.

It won’t be enough, said Colin.

Caccamo said nothing, but he didn’t contradict the AI either. The Legion was fighting back stronger than Tawfiq must have calculated, but there were just so many monitors still fighting.

Puja had been headed for Luna when… when we lost contact, said Caccamo. What do we know about that?

Not much. Something sneaky is going on down there. Best guess is some kind of anti-neutrino energy beam.

A frakk-up-KM ray?

For sure, but I see no targets to hit from here.

You mean, if we abandon the capital ships and go after the Lunar base, there’s no guarantee we’ll find anything to shoot at?

The human’s got it, said Colin. Give him a banana, someone. OK, let me restate this, cos it’s a big decision and you need to be clear. You can concentrate on the monitor boats that we can see, and pray for the kind of luck that only Arun ever seemed to find. Alternatively, we can head for the moon, gambling everything on gut instinct and knowing that if you’ve made the wrong call the fleet is doomed because of your decision. 

Caccamo laughed. Thanks, pal. When you put it like that, it’s no choice at all.

He exited the mental merging with his AI, a disconcerting experience like being pulled out of a vat of glue, and opened a channel to his command.

“This is 1st Wing Actual. All X-Boat call signs form up on my position. We’re going to take another pass through the monitors, and then keep going all the way to Luna. We’re gonna honor Puja Narciso and all our fallen pilots by blasting the shit out of whatever frakk-up ray the enemy’s firing at us from that moon.”

“Belay that,” ordered a voice he did not expect to hear again. “This is Legion Actual. All X-Boats are ordered to withdraw from the KM-compromised zone and regroup to the rear of Reserve Fleet 1.”

What did Indiya mean: Reserve Fleet 1? There was only one reserve fleet, wasn’t there? Remembering Dock’s words from earlier, Caccamo shivered with hope.

My god! She’s done it again. Frakk me, I could kiss that beautiful, purple-haired little wonder.

“That won’t be necessary,” said Admiral Indiya.

“Unggh. Sorry, Admiral.” Did I say that out loud? Caccamo made sure to shut down the comms manually.

My brain must be more bruised than I’d thought, he told Colin. I don’t remember saying any of that to the admiral.

You didn’t.

Eh?

I did.

You did. You did? My friend, AIs aren’t supposed to address admirals with that tone of familiarity.

I’m sorry. I can only say in my defense that I learned all my speech patterns from you.

We shall have words… Oh, frakk!

A proximity alert flared in the HUD. Caccamo steered the Phantom away from… nothing. There was nothing there!

What the frakk’s going on, Colin?

Dunno. Something’s there. Trying to feel it out with ultra-high-frequency radar, but it’s cloaked like nothing I’ve encountered before. Maybe it’s the admiral’s mystery reserve… evade! Evade!

A battlecruiser un-faded into existence, and the Phantom was about to crash into a communications tower. On instinct, Caccamo tried to pull up and away but he wasn’t going to get the vector he needed.

“Hope you brought a change of underwear, Colin,” he whispered, and dove down to the tower’s base.

With your flying, the AI answered, I brought two.

The Phantom ducked under a comm dish and slalomed through a forest of aerials. All the while, point defense systems tracked his every move but did not fire.

“You know what, my friend?” said Caccamo as he pulled away from the battle cruiser, and noted the warships appearing all around him, “I’ve got a good feeling about this.”



—  Chapter 35  —

“The Legion forces have been defeated by the brave Janissaries under my command.”

General Ulmack paused for a reaction from the two other participants in the virtual summit space. Dine-Alegg, Commander: Earth Theater, kept her scent reaction and face impassive, as did Kiflun who must have turned impassiveness into a new art form to stay alive for five years and counting in the most difficult role in the entire New Order Empire: Tawfiq’s deputy.

No matter, Ulmack told herself. These negotiations were always going to be delicate.

“Mopping up operations are underway,” Ulmack continued. “This phase of the war is over. It is time for us to assure ourselves that the New Order has the leadership it requires for the next phase of our expansion.”

Kiflun showed as much reaction as if Ulmack had commented on the weather, but Dine-Alegg’s lip gave her away, quivering so violently that everyone could clearly see her anxiety. “I see,” she said. “You are suggesting that the mantle of supreme commander would be better worn by another.”

“If our blessed leader were to die a glorious death in battle,” said Kiflun, “you, General Ulmack, would be propelled, unopposed, by the glory of your victory to replace her. Other than the name of our leader, everything would be as before. Such is the strength of the New Order.”

“I merely ask a question,” said Ulmack. “Nothing more.”

“Your excessive caution demeans us,” barked Dine-Alegg. “If the supreme commander were monitoring this summit, our lives would be forfeit for the words we have already spoken. We are still in battle, so let me speak plainly. Ulmack tries to sound us out as potential supporters in toppling Tawfiq. Kiflun says we would be replacing one tyrant with another, specifically you, Ulmack. Your first act would be to purge us. Do you deny it?”

“If I were to directly replace Tawfiq, then yes. I would have you put to death. Which is why I propose a triumvirate. Two rivals will always produce an unstable distribution of power that would inevitably resolve in a single tyrant. But three can be stable so long as none of us has enough power to dominate the other two. If you wish this to become our future, if you wish to be of the triumvirate then we must act swiftly and decisively.”

“Your forces have crushed the enemy,” said Kiflun. “The prestige and glory will flow to you, not Tawfiq. It is you who must act swiftly or face Tawfiq’s jealousy. Any division of power must take account of your desperation.”

“I accept,” said Ulmack. “Dine-Alegg?”

“I concur,” Dine-Alegg replied. “We must agree the terms of our…” She looked away, distracted by something out of sight of the virtual summit.

“Who interrupts?” snapped Ulmack. “What is said?”

Dine-Alegg returned her attention to Ulmack. Her scent carried pity, but her tail slumped low. “General Ulmack, you speak prematurely. Secure your victory before contacting me again.”

She disappeared without following the normal exit protocols, leaving the other two reeling.

When Kiflun had recovered, she touched her virtual tail-tip to Ulmack’s, a respectful gesture of farewell. “I salute your courage in daring to confront Tawfiq. Die well. Perhaps in another–”

Ulmack didn’t wait for Kiflun to finish. She ripped herself out of the summit and threw her consciousness back into the privacy booth under the surface of Earth’s moon.

The general was still fighting to regain her balance sufficiently to race to the command center, when the hatch opened to reveal Zeynth waiting outside. The aide’s fur stunk of nerves.

“The Legion, sir. They’ve counter-attacked.”



—  Chapter 36  —

Reserve Fleet 3 circled the outside of the New Order funnel, savaging the inward-facing monitor boats with missiles and lasers.

Indiya had received a heart-stopping moment when her hidden reserve emerged slightly out of position in the middle of Caccamo’s retreating X-Boats, but only one fighter had been lost in a collision, its pilot safely ejected. The hellish difficulties in coordinating an invisible unit running as silently as vacuum was more than justified by the slaughter it was inflicting on the enemy.

Calling it a ‘fleet’ was a grand gesture – it was in truth only a reinforced squadron of just 35 warships with associated drone and fighter support. Some of the vessels were new builds, creamed directly off the shipyards, others were older ships listed as missing in action. It was their quality and the application that made the reserve the potential battle winner, not their numbers.

And no matter how hard she scanned near-Earth space, no new Hardit forces were appearing. Tawfiq really had played her last hand.

The monitor boats were still tearing through the shields of the Legion fleets caught in Tawfiq’s web, devastating the ship interiors now. Only the vital troopships, laden with the invasion force, were as yet unscathed, protected as they were inside the living shield of brave Legion picket ships and destroyers. Already, First Fleet ships were dying – Cleanser of Doubt, Blacktail, and Human Endurance were all being abandoned – and others were critically damaged. But the enemy monitor boats lacked turrets and maneuverability. They faced their trapped victims head on, with no response to attack from behind. The revealed Legion reserves cruised at will and destroyed the monitors from medium range – far enough out to be safe from the net that had trapped the main fleet.

Indiya watched in precise detail as a monitor blew up, a gout of flame sending the gun turret spinning off into space like a flaming cooking pan. She combined the new data from her observation with the information sent back by the spy drones she’d launched to seek out weaknesses in the Hardit ships. By following the pattern of the explosion, she found another one.

“Monitor power cores are located here,” she explained to Flag-Lieutenant Hood, painting the weak point on an image on the CIC’s main screen. “Instruct the fleet to target them directly.”

As the updated targeting strategy passed around Reserve Fleet 3, the destruction of the Hardits accelerated. There were fewer spectacular explosions, but with the power plants eliminated more rapidly, the monitor weapons fell silent with increasing rapidity.

But there were still so many. And they were showing more resolve than she’d planned for. Instead of turning to face the new threat, they remained in place, still raining death on the trapped vessels, heedless that behind them, Indiya’s hidden reserve was destroying them unopposed.

Cleanser of Doubt exploded in a fireball. The battle cruiser had played a pivotal role in the First Battle of Khallini, but no more. All hands were lost.

Reserve Fleet 3 wasn’t going to be enough. Everything rested on the final reserve.



—  Chapter 37  —

Ulmack strode into the command bunker, every hair on her body standing rigid with fear and anger. “Report!”

“Sir, the enemy has attacked with a hidden force,” replied the tactical officer, gesturing with her tail to the holographic battle grid in a cylindrical tank at the center of the room.

“Fleet Commander Shi-X’Il,” is on standby, added the officer, but there was little her chief subordinate could tell her that wasn’t obvious from the battle grid. These new Legion ships were unaffected by the traps Ulmack had set and were rapidly tearing the New Order fleet to shreds.

“Sir, the fleet commander…?”

The power of speech eluded the general. She’d warned Tawfiq of the dangers in relying so much on the Blood Virus intelligence, but instead of listening to an experienced military officer, the supreme commander had used the opportunity to humiliate her overly competent subordinate.

“Please, General,” said one of the junior officers in the scenario planning team, “what do we do?”

Ulmack almost laughed. The planners would know better than anyone that there was nothing they could do, nothing they could rescue from this debacle. Even if Ulmack could save some of her personnel from slaughter at the hands of the Legion, she couldn’t save them from the torture Tawfiq would inflict on anyone who returned home with the stench of failure clinging to their fur.

“Get me a channel to all near-Earth forces,” she ordered the signal officer. “This is General Ulmack. The cunning human nefnasts have caught us in a trap of their own making. Ignore their counter-attack. Concentrate all your fire on the trapped ships. Take as many of them with us as you can. Fight well, my brave Janissaries. I am proud to have served with you. One scent! One people! One victory!”

For several heartbeats there came an uneasy silence punctuated by sharp intakes of breath and the grinding of jaws. Then the bunker and the airwaves erupted into cheers and chants.

Ulmack exuded pride from every pheromone duct. She normally considered such displays of emotion to be unseemly for a senior field commander, but this was not a normal time. The honor at serving with such magnificent and loyal subordinates was too strong to be bound by mere decorum

Her mood hardened into anger when she corrected himself. There were some who were not loyal.

Ulmack beckoned one of the Janissaries guarding the main hatch.

The guard marched over without any sign of hesitation and allowed the general to take her sidearm.

“Kremsup,” announced the general, storming over to the Blood Virus team area. “I find Supreme Commander Tawfiq guilty of gross negligence and treason against the New Order. And I find you guilty of being an annoying little shit. In Tawfiq’s absence you are to receive both sentences yourself.”

Kremsup couldn’t look Ulmack in the eye, but at least she didn’t try to run.

Ulmack shot her through the heart and the skull.

For a moment, she considered turning the weapon on herself, but that would be a betrayal of her duty. Instead, she took her seat at the main control console and awaited the end.



—  Chapter 38  —

“In position,” announced Commodore De’Zaeli’X, the Gliesan commander of Reserve Fleet 2. “Targeting source of Hardit energy spikes. Launching strike now. Degrading ground defenses.”

This was Indiya’s very last play. Satisfied that Legion point defense and drone clouds were sufficient to cope with the fire streaming up at them from the Lunar surface, Indiya hooked a thread of her attention onto a spy drone piggybacking onto a salvo of void-to-ground missiles.

At a thousand klicks away from its target on the surface, another level of the Hardit defenses activated – energy shields, Fermi beams, and missiles. But De’Zaeli’X had anticipated this. The Legion’s void-to-ground missile salvo was already slowing and beginning to loop around these obstacles. They raced safely out of range of the Hardit ground defenses, leaving space for the follow-up kinetic torpedoes to overtake the first salvo and strike the enemy defenses that had now revealed their locations.

When the first salvo finished looping around and headed back in for their targets, the enemy defenses had been all but wiped out.

“Registering hits on the command bunker,” announced the Gliesan commodore. “Two other underground installations hit, as are multiple power generators, and six beam weapons of unknown configurations. Total destruction. If there’s a Hardit left alive, it’s dug a very deep hole.”

“Thank you, Commodore. Remain in a defensive pattern over Luna. If the enemy has any surprises remaining for us, they could well come from the moon.”

Meanwhile, Indiya had been following the relief of the Legion fleet with other parts of her consciousness. Even with the Lunar beams destroyed, the K-M Region was still too hot for X-Boat energy shunts, but the zero-point engines of the main fleet were coming back online, as were their heatsinks. Leading from his flagship, Vengeance of Saesh, Kreippil’s First Fleet began to fight back, its offensive power still severely limited, but enough to tear a swathe of destruction through the dwindling funnel of monitors.

Second and Third Fleets were not so limited and began ruthlessly smashing their opponents.

Indiya began to breathe again, filling her lungs through her gills. She remembered that a small but vital Legion unit was not engaged, which prompted an unfamiliar twinge of amusement.

“Caccamo?” she called over a private link.

“Yes, sir.”

Indiya almost grinned. She had known Laban Caccamo since she was a girl. He was the first Marine to volunteer for cross-training as a naval rating in support of Beowulf’s severely depleted crew. In the entire Legion Navy, he was the closest thing to a human she could call friend.

The smile faded, and she was pulled out of her youthful memories, once again an enhanced, void-optimized human swimming in a water-filled compartment filled with alien spacers.

She was the very reason Beowulf had lost nearly all its crew. The train of tragic events that led to Laban Caccamo becoming an X-Boat pilot was set in motion because she had ordered the deaths of every soul aboard her sister-ship, Themistocles. But Caccamo deserved to be a hero – as did all the X-Boat pilots. He didn’t deserve to suffer from her misery.

She tried to inject a smile into her voice. “Laban, what was that you said about kissing me?”

“It wasn’t… I didn’t… It was an unguarded exclamation of admiration. I apologize.”

Indiya smiled for real this time. She knew perfectly well the overly familiar comment had come from Caccamo’s AI, like a parrot taught to swear by an old sailor. “If you wanted to show your affection for me, I’ve just a thing for you.”

Caccamo cleared his throat. “Sir?”

She paused to enjoy the knowledge that Laban was squirming in his Phantom, but also to confirm the change she was reading in the battlezone.

“The Hardit monitors are beginning to run for it,” she told him. “I want you to take your Z-Boats and pursue the enemy ships. Destroy them all.”

“With pleasure, sir. With pleasure.”



—  Chapter 39  —

Gripping the seat arms with three hands, General Aelingir used her other hand to check her plasma pistol had the full power charge and unfouled barrel necessary to kill the maximum number of Tawfiq’s abominations.

The dropship gave a sudden lurch, but the general simply swallowed hard and pretended nothing had happened that could possibly distract her from yet another equipment check.

I’m not afraid, she told herself as the ship began shaking her head so violently that she had to abandon her inspection.

Like most Jotuns, Aelingir preferred open skies and firm ground beneath her feet. Even during the most unopposed landing she had experienced, dropping headlong down a gravity well in an oversized kinetic dart still turned her intestines into ribbons of fear.

She felt the bulkheads glowing hot behind her back as the atmosphere they were drilling through grew ever thicker. Would the craft disintegrate, leaving her burning briefly like a star as she fell to Earth?

Your anxiety is counter-productive, her AI advised before administering a carefully targeted hormonal effector package into her endocrine system, and gently reminding her that generals had more important matters to check on than the readiness of their personal weapons.

Shame forced Aelingir to open her mind to her surroundings.

She sat in a Type-32 dropship, in the lowest of six rings of Marines who faced inward to the deployment ejection system. Ten Marines waited in each ring.

She knew nothing of the Legionaries above her but was sure that within the privacy of their helmets, the ears of her closest companions would be flat with fear against the side of their heads. It was up to her to do something about that.

“Bumpy ride, eh?” she shouted over the roar of their descent.

Some of her comrades looked up and jiggled their heads in agreement. Most, though, ignored her, so she switched to BattleNet comms and addressed everyone in the dropship.

“Without a doubt,” she said, “the drop through an atmosphere is the most fur-tingling, gut-knotting experience in this life, and that’s not to mention the less pleasant bodily reactions to such a terror. My Jotun comrades, no matter how tightly the fear grips your resolve, it is of paramount importance that the humans never know of your fear.”

She paused, to give a chance for the five rings of human Marines above her to translate and take interest in her words. “The sweet, little four-limbed children need to think of us as immutable, as unworried by external danger as an overwintering Tallerman. You know how difficult humans find sleep if we Jotuns are not there to tuck them up in bed.”

There came an awkward pause, then laughter and banter erupted from all tiers of the dropship. What exactly was being said was unintelligible over the cacophony of the dropship’s plummet, but the words didn’t matter. She had given them permission to acknowledge their fear, and she preferred that to the brittleness of warriors who tried to deny it.

Major Knudsir took up the challenge of distracting the inhabitants of the dropship while Aelingir used up the precious FTL comm bandwidth to connect to the battle grid updates provided by Admiral Indiya herself aboard the flagship.

The reports were good – better than Aelingir could have hoped for. The first wave had already landed almost unopposed and were supporting Major-General Sarwar’s assault division in securing the landing zone.

Two dropships in the first wave had been lost, victims of Hardit surface-to-air missile batteries that had been smeared out of existence seconds later by Legion counter-battery fire from orbit.

The second wave in which Aelingir was dropping herself had yet to suffer casualties. Yet.

“Now is our chance,” she told the dropship Marines, and the three crew in the upper compartment. “We shall stain these sands forever red with New Order blood. Freedom!”

“Freedom!” came the refrain from every helmet, even the other Jotuns for whom the liberation of Earth was only an early step towards freeing their kin, who remained in servitude outside of the Human Autonomous Region.

Hidden air cushions suddenly blew into existence, filling every available space in the dropship and ripping the general’s mind from her battle grid connection. The dropship braked hard for a bruising fifteen-second burn that ended when the heat shield below crumpled beneath them as it hit the desert sand of Earth.

Their landing craft shuddered and began to topple over.

Tethering cables shot out, stabilizing the dropship while exterior hatches flipped outward throughout the hull.

The air cushions had transformed into a litter of spent bags by the time Aelingir had released her harness straps, grabbed an egress hook, and readied to deploy.

Knudsir was in charge of the deployment. “The area has been sterilized,” he told the dropship occupants, “but we’ve landed on the side of a dune. We will form up at its base. Go!”

Aelingir stepped out onto the exterior ledge, hooked over the tethering cable that doubled as a zip wire and launched herself out.

By Tyndall, this heat was going to scorch her fur off.

Aelingir allowed Command Company NCOs, who had already deployed in the first wave, to usher herself and her team into the waiting command post that had been erected and dug in while she was dropping. It was a good omen that she had landed only a few hundred paces away. With Legion operational security so obviously compromised, Command Company had been divided up into small groups and assigned random dropships in the final moments before the drop.

Halfway to the command post, movement in the near distance caught her attention, and she slowed to a jog to observe properly.

At first, she thought it was one of the sandstorms the planners had warned could be a worse foe than the New Order, but when she magnified the image she saw the sand was being flicked up from dark channels that were spreading across the desert valleys.

They weren’t sandstorms: that was spoil being thrown up by the fastest tunnelers in the known galaxy.

Hardits were excellent engineers, natural tunnel borers and dwellers, as the Legion Hardits who served under Aelingir had proved. But only the insectoid race the humans called Trogs could swim through dirt like that.

Tawfiq’s Hardits knew that every tunnel wall could turn in an instant into a portal through which scores of Troggish warriors erupted. The abominations would learn the outer limits of their capacity for terror. And then they would die.

“The enemy is fleeing,” Aelingir said, breaking from a jog into a run. “Let us ensure they find no place to hide.”



—  Chapter 40  —

“Move! Move! Move!” urged Sho, but it was no use.

Burned, dehydrated, and exhausted beyond belief, former Gunner Wokmar fled through the tunnels as fast as she could, but her muscles were running on terror alone, and that wouldn’t be enough for much longer.

Zayk’Z’s suffering was even worse. She didn’t complain, but when they’d fought their way into the supply tunnel, she’d taken a dart through her right arm, which was now flapping uselessly at her side.

Wokmar watched in horror as Zayk’Z slowed down.

“No,” Wokmar begged. “Keep running!”

“I will,” said Zayk’Z. “But this is slowing me down.” She reached awkwardly behind with her left arm to unsling her rifle. “Help me,” she begged.

“No!” roared Sil-Sfhanikel. “Drop your rifle and I’ll drop you.”

“We would all be shot as deserters,” explained Sho. “But I shall aid you.”

Wokmar drained the last of the water canteen while Sho took spare ammunition and anything portable but heavy from Zayk’Z to add to her own load.

The delay robbed them of only a handful of seconds, but that was enough for the scurrying sound behind the tunnel walls to catch up with them, and they all knew what that meant.

Fatigue evaporated, and they fled along the tunnel in blind panic, running around the bend and straight into the barricade bristling with Janissary machine guns and rifle barrels.

“Cowards!” spat a scent leader in a meticulous uniform of black and white dazzle.

“No, sir,” answered Sil-Sfhanikel. “Our battery commander ordered us to defend the tunnels at all costs.”

“Really?” The infantry officer glared down at them from the top of the barricade, derisively flicking her tail. “So you were instructed to resist the enemy by valiantly running away. Is that your story?”

“Let them through,” said an irritated voice hidden behind the defensive position. “Quickly.”

The scent leader ordered an NCO to usher the gun team through a narrow baffle entrance. They endured a gauntlet of kicks, curses, and phlegm, but emerged unharmed to be thrown at the feet of a full scent captain.

“If you value your lives,” said the field officer, “speak of what you have learned. How many of you gunners are here?”

“Only us,” answered Sil-Sfhanikel. “We are the only survivors.”

“And how is it that you are the only survivors out of six batteries?” accused the scent leader.

Sil-Sfhanikel pointed out Sho with her tail. “This individual was a veteran infantry soldier before transferring to the hellspewers.”

“That could explain much,” said the scent captain. Her uniform was soiled and the odor of command subtle, but the sense of dominance and leadership emanating from the officer was so intense that it was all Wokmar could do to stop herself groveling at her feet.

With leaders such as this, we can still win the fight against the humans, thought Wokmar. She waited while the officer sniffed at Sho.

“I can still smell her officer’s scent markings,” the scent captain announced, her tail flicking in surprise. “Well, Brigadier? What are we facing?”

Brigadier!

“Dirt Swimmers, sir,” answered the disgraced former officer. “With Assault Marines in support to mop up points of resistance.”

The scent captain gave a little squeak of horror before regaining composure and issuing orders. “The platoon will form a sphere defense anchored on the barricade. Signal operator, inform regimental HQ that we are facing Dirt Swimmers.”

The junior officer hovered nervously at her superior’s side, bowing and dropping her tail to the dirt. “Sir, is that wise? We only have the words of deserters pleading for their lives.”

“Can’t you smell the fear on those gunners?” asked the captain. “Only Dirt Swimmers inspire such terror, but all of you listen to me carefully. We can prevail. Dirt Swimmers are a deadly foe, but I have defeated them before and I will do so again.”

She pointed at a machine gun team on the upper level of the barricade. “You, reposition your gun to train it on the ceiling. Scent Leader, I want guns pointed at the ground too. The swimmers will come at us from multiple directions, but if there’s one direction they favor, it is through the ground beneath our feet. Get ready!”

The scent captain was correct. With the unit still racing to redeploy, the enemy erupted out of the ground, leaping high out of the dirt as if fired from air cannons. And the instant they were free, they were slicing with their claws and gouging with their horns.

Some of the machine gunners must have moved fast, because they opened up from the top of the barricade, sending streams of bullets ricocheting off the chitinous armor of the insectoid creatures, many loose rounds wounding the defenders. The armor of these seven-foot long Dirt Swimmers was tough but not invincible. Insect bodies began disintegrating in sprays of chitin and viscous, purple ichor.

A fresh batch of Dirt Swimmers flew down through the ceiling. Wokmar raised her rifle and fired at the one racing for Zayk’Z. Her bullet struck its armored head, stunning it, but only for a moment. Sil-Sfhanikel fired too, making it flinch when her round embedded in the soft underbelly of its thorax.

Sho didn’t fire. Rifle still slung over one shoulder, she advanced on the alien warrior with a whip-like sword with which she began calmly cutting away the creature’s legs while it stood stunned.

Despite all the violence inflicted upon it, the Dirt Swimmer had selected its target – Zayk’Z – and cared for little other than making its kill. Its advanced slowed as its limbs were cut away. Even with just a single foreleg remaining, it still tried to drag its bulk along the tunnel floor, now a mess of blood, ichor, spent cartridges and bloody fur.

Once fixated with its target, this barely sentient variant of Dirt Swimmer would not cease until its victim was dead, or it was. But there were many other variants of Dirt Swimmer, other stages in their complex life cycle, and some were cunning tacticians.

But not this one. Wokmar finally managed to ram her rifle through its ear hole and blow its brains out.

An explosion shook her to the ground, and stuffed the tunnel with dust, smoke and flames. The barricade, wreathed in flame, now lay three-quarters buried under the tunnel floor, its dazed and wounded survivors dispatched mercilessly by insects dropping down through the ceiling.

“Run!” screamed Sil-Sfhanikel, grabbing a dazed Zayk’Z by her good arm and struggling away deeper into the tunnels.

Wokmar hesitated, not wanting to abandon this chance to stop the Dirt Swimmers, or to be shot as deserter. But Janissary fire had been all but silenced and the position would be overrun within moments.

That hesitation saved her life. As she stumbled after Zayk’Z and Sil-Sfhanikel, the floor erupted in front of her and a Dirt Swimmer shot out, flinging her back onto her tail.

The alien flicked its fore-claws through Sil-Sfhanikel and Zayk’Z, cutting cleanly through their torsos in multiple passes, slicing them like sausages.

Its selected foes dispatched, the Swimmer dove back through the floor and out of sight.

“Keep moving!” Sho screamed.

With a last look at the sliced horror of her comrades, Wokmar threw down her rifle and ran for her life.



—  Chapter 41  —

The Hummer observed everything, as always, but said nothing.

War is not a game, Tawfiq told herself. Even though my victory is assured, against a formidable foe such as the Legion, that victory is hard won. It is not only my soldiers’ blood that must be sacrificed, but my pride.

The Hummer observed her thoughts.

Damn the hideous creature. 

The humans had won this first round. Even though Tawfiq had permitted them this last victory, allowing the Legion to flood its troops into the African invasion zone, she still felt the humiliation keenly.

The Hummer knew that. The Hummer also knew that Tawfiq knew that it knew. And it had undoubtedly known these things for days or years…

She choked off that line of thinking. Lesser beings had been driven insane by thoughts of the Hummers. They could kill with ease too. The two of them were alone in her personal bunker deep below the White House. Perhaps she should risk assigning herself Janissary guards to protect her from the Hummers, but with so many potential avenues of betrayal, it was difficult to judge the optimal path.

War is not a game. She took a calming breath and opened a command channel.

“Supreme Commander to General Dine-Alegg. Execute Phase 2. The humans have won themselves a little over two days in which they can believe they have bested the New Order. I also give you command of any remnants of General Ulmack’s forces who might survive. One way or another, she won’t be needing them anymore.”

“It will be done, Supreme Commander.”

Tawfiq cut the link and regarded the alien in its life support tank. Was it the same being who had stood behind her as she had laid final preparations this morning? The way they drifted in and out of her awareness made them impossible to track carefully. She couldn’t even say how many had accompanied her to Earth, a fact that made her brain itch painfully every time she thought of it.

“I’m still mortal,” she told the creature. “It is a phase I will soon overcome, but I shall not attain immorality until after this battle is over. All mortals have their weaknesses. Mine is pride. I know that, but I also know how to assuage it.”

“Through the humiliation of weaker beings.”

“Exactly. And I have just the human for the task.”

Governor Romulus was a confused, decomposed wreck compared to the arrogant young fighter pilot Tawfiq had bent to her will long ago. His humiliation was coming too easily of late to satisfy her as it once had. But Tawfiq decided to see that as a challenge.

What humiliation had she yet to wring from him?

There must be something.



  —— PART IV ——


  THE VOICE
OF THE
RESISTANCE
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Gin, sweat, and despair, with an undertone of mania: Tawfiq breathed in the scent of this human’s abject defeat.

Nearby, walking the edges of the so-called Reflecting Pool (these humans had such a propensity for remarking on the obvious) and enjoying a well-manicured parkland, she could hear nervous humans too scared to abandon their regular routine just because the Supreme Commander of the Hardit New Order was enjoying the smells and sights of what they had once called the Lincoln Memorial, but now bore her name. Behind her, a statue of herself brooded from a great stone chair that had once seated a human leader the inhabitants of this area considered significant.

Her carved form cut an imposing figure, clad in a stone uniform of her high office, and her tail pointing in accusation through the fluted columns at her inferiors below. Impressive. But how much more imposing it must be for the humans to see this statement of Hardit superiority carved out of flesh and fur.

She snapped open her eyes and stared at a group of humans who had dared to approach within a hundred paces. Sweating and wide-eyed, they gave feeble keening sounds of terror.

To avoid the supreme commander was an insult that would invite torture and death. To approach too closely suggested a familiarity, an equivalence in status that could not be tolerated. The pathetic creatures looked this way and that for an escape like the startled prey animals they were.

“Look at me,” Tawfiq ordered her translator system to say.

They did, holding her gaze, unwilling to even blink. They sank to their knees, not daring to break the connection between the eyes.

“That’s better,” she said. “Now look upon your governor.”

Head bowed before his mistress, Romulus stood at the base of the steps. He was flanked by Janissaries from Tawfiq’s personal guard, one of whom held the gilded chain linked to the golden collar around the man’s neck. With a click from Tawfiq’s fingers, the guard yanked down the chain and the Governor of Earth, Leader of the Free World on Behalf of the New Order, fell to his knees, snarling defiance.

A shock of fear sparked through Tawfiq, and she half moved her hand to her sidearm, but for the benefit of the human observers she concealed her reaction, transforming it into a languid stretch, a natural movement for an individual enjoying this open-air spectacle of humiliation.

“I’ll take you with me, you perverted monkey-frakk,” whispered the translation of the human’s thoughts in her ear.

The psychologists had warned her this day would come, these last spasms of defiance before Romulus’s mind finally imploded. Curse the foolish creature for frustrating her carefully planned enjoyment of him. He was giving in too soon. But she had prepared for this moment. She knew what to do.

Romulus flinched as she descended the steps of the Tawfiq Memorial to his kneeling figure, but when she touched him, it was not with a whip or club but the caresses of her tail. “I wish to consult with you,” Tawfiq told him, as if addressing a senior member of the New Order. “Your former warband, the Human Legion, has landed in Africa and seems to think that it will take this world from me. What do you advise should be our New Order response?”

“There’s nothing you can do,” said Romulus. “Not now that they have orbital superiority. We’ll both be dead within the week.”

Tawfiq slapped his face with her hand, while still caressing his neck with her tail. “Be serious, human. You know perfectly well we have responses prepared. Why, only this morning you yourself gave an excellent broadcast explaining to all civilians why they should be very afraid, of both the ravages of the Legion and the perils of collaboration. There must be more you can do.”

Romulus dared to raise his eyes to meet hers. “Aren’t you even concerned by the invasion?”

“Concerned?” Tawfiq withdrew her tail and moved behind the human. “My only concern is that your mind will shatter before you appreciate the depth of your defeat.”

She grabbed him by the hair and shook his head. “I need your sanity a little longer. Perhaps ten days. Can you keep yourself together that long? For me?”

Romulus ripped his head from Tawfiq’s grip and spat. The gesture was fittingly pitiful; the human had tried to twist around and spit on his mistress, but the chains that bound him were far too tight, and he managed nothing more than to dribble down his chin. Nonetheless, his intent was clear, and the guard hauled at the golden chain, dragging Romulus across the gravel on his side. The waiting Janissaries would either beat or execute the human at their commander’s instruction. The situation was exceptional, however, and Tawfiq desired neither.

“Leave him!” she ordered. “I need a little spirit left in him.” She gave Romulus several sharp kicks in his chest, making good contact with the ribs she knew to be already covered with a mass of bruises and scars.

“Let me give you something to think on,” she told him, “something to give you hope. Shall I tell you why I do not fear the Legion?”

Romulus lay still and silent, but Tawfiq wasn’t stupid. She knew she had the human’s full attention

“My psychologist warned me that you would exhibit this behavior. You are exhibiting signs of rebellion, but they do not come from strength. For many years now, your subconscious has been trained to protect you, and to protect your sexual mate, Janna. No matter how much you despise yourself for giving in to my demands, thanks to our work in your subconscious, you will betray anyone and anything to protect yourself and your lover from harm. Just as your physical body is powerless against your Hardit superiors, so is your higher mind a slave to your subconscious… a subconscious controlled by me.”

“That’s not true,” growled the human.

Alarm flickered through Tawfiq once again. The Blood Virus system scented Romulus’s words with truth. He actually believed he was in control of himself.

“You were brave once,” she told him. “You resisted far longer than my human specialists said you would. But you could not turn against your own subconscious without–”

“Go frakk yourself.”

Tawfiq blew happily along her lips. “That’s my boy. That’s the spirit I need…” She leaned in close to whisper in his ear. “Your subconscious is exhausted,” Tawfiq explained. “It’s finally abandoning all hope. This defiance is a symptom of your mind finally shutting down, and so what you need is hope. I can give you that. I’ll reveal my greatest secrets. Two of them. And then do you know what you will do with this vital information?”

Romulus rolled over so he could look up his tormentor. “I will take anything you give me and use it to defeat you.”

“No. You will do nothing because I have broken you. Even if you weren’t, I know everything that you think. If you even dared to imagine the possibility of truly rebelling, I would know before you do. That’s what so precious about you, Romulus, the glory boy of the human X-Boat squadrons, the beloved of Colonel Nhlappo… Oh, did I tell you she was a field marshal the last I heard of her? A field marshal! What a ridiculous title, and yet it did nothing to stop her being betrayed by her own Legion soldiers and hunted like a dog. She will be long dead by now, and it is a mercy that she’ll never see what became of you. But talking of family, perhaps you’ll enjoy your brother’s company soon, or your lover, the very same Janna you betrayed your people for. My signals team are busy listening out for them as a high priority. I would enjoy observing a family reunion before you die.”

Tawfiq regarded Romulus for a while, but he did not give her the satisfaction of responding. He had long practice in shutting down his mind so there was nothing for the virus to hear. No matter, she would plant something there.

“Bring him,” she ordered her Janissaries, and strolled to the White House where she would reveal secrets Romulus didn’t even suspect.
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“Do you remember how I took you from the Legion?”

Romulus narrowed his eyes, squeezing pure hatred into the back of the creature who had ruined him and was now holding open a floor hatch as if one friend courteously opening a door for another.

Tawfiq was friend to no one but her own arrogance. Even her own people detested and feared her.

“Well?”

Was he quick enough to grab the wretched creature’s neck and snap it? With just the two of them here in these tunnels deep under the White House, Tawfiq looked so casual, so vulnerable, but like everything to do with her, it was a lie. Romulus had tried to kill her many times, but he only had to succeed once…

“You’re no threat to me,” she said, matter-of-factly.

Get out of my frakking thoughts!

Tawfiq gave an impression of a human laugh. “No, seriously, Romulus. Do you remember how we met?”

Sighing, Romulus went through the hatch and into the darkness below. “No,” he said. “My memories have gaps.”

“Let me fill some of them back in. Corrosive munitions. Your X-Boat was eaten away to dust. Don’t you recall screaming as the destruction approached you, trapped in your cockpit?”

What is her game? Romulus wondered as he descended the narrow ladderwell into a rough-hewn cavern system that glowed a hellish red.

“And that’s what I’m going to do to your Legion,” she said, sealing the hatch above them. “My corrosion traps will destroy every ship in orbit. Once I’ve re-established orbital superiority, any Legion forces on this world will be cut off, surrounded, and destroyed.”

Pretend you can’t hear.

Romulus tried to force his attention to remain on his surroundings. Even so, a fleeting fantasy caught him in which he killed the tyrant and reached a radio to warn the Legion before he was gunned down by the Hardits. But they both knew there was nothing he could gain by reacting to Tawfiq’s gloating. He was completely isolated. Even his thoughts were monitored.

What can I possibly do?

They were descending a 100-foot vertical shaft similar to a starship deployment tube, although the more he distracted himself by observing these underground tunnels, the easier it became because he’d never seen anything like this.

Where the hell am I?

His sense of direction wasn’t what it had been, but he reckoned he was under the Potomac River. The rock was crudely finished, but that seemed to be a deliberate aesthetic choice because set flush into these rocks were ventilation grilles, sensors and equipment of which he could only guess the nature. And the glow? This should be sedimentary rock down here, but the rock faces looked volcanic smooth and glowed red like coals, although they were cool to the touch.

He glanced up at Tawfiq and saw she was watching him closely, probably enjoying his confusion.

If so, then she enjoyed it all the way down to the bottom where they dropped into a 5-way intersection.

The route to get here had been convoluted, skirting the ‘looms’ as Tawfiq called them, the breeding factories where Hardit embryos were force-grown into the sexless Janissaries, and the Faithful were created out of human children. Tawfiq’s route kept them out of sight of these hideous perversions of nature. Soon they were doubling back and forth along barely used passageways, passing through tight corners that forced the Marine to turn sideways to stand any chance of squeezing through. It felt as if they had taken the back alleys through the seediest parts of the complex the Hardits had burrowed underneath the White House, and yet he guessed this deepest level would seem palatial to a natural tunnel dweller.

The path led to a dead end. Tawfiq turned and Romulus nearly flung himself at her, a final, hopeless gesture because this sure seemed like an execution spot.

Why else would Tawfiq bring him to this blind alley, deep underground?

But a little voice of reason reminded him that even for Tawfiq, this was too overelaborate a performance just to execute him. No, she was planning something worse than death.

She lifted her lips over the upper right of her jaw, a gesture he interpreted as a sneer. Had she read his thoughts and enjoyed the way he’d talked himself out of attacking her?

“Your former comrades in the Legion are as good as dead,” said Tawfiq. “I’ve already explained how I will destroy them, why they do not concern me. However, I do have enemies who concern me greatly.”

She touched an unremarkable patch of the tunnel wall, and the rock at the end of the passage slid away to reveal a smoked glass window.

“Go on,” she said, stepping aside. “This is my second secret. Look!”

The cavern beyond resembled the looms in the upper levels, but if this was a loom, then it was so immense that it took Romulus a while to adjust to the scale. It was a sterile facility in which tiered layers of bubbling fluids were slowly rocked by robotic arms. Inside the tanks were creatures. At this distance, Romulus couldn’t make out their features, but then he looked farther down the cavern where larger tanks – similar to Night Hummer environmental capsules – held what he guessed was a later stage of the creatures’ manufacture. They resembled Hardits, but in the way a Wolf-Marine like him resembled the Earthers: as titans of war.

This was no experimental lab. Romulus was seeing a mass-scale production operation in full swing. It was a factory making a new model of Hardit warrior.

A lot of them.

“Who will these soldiers fight?”

“My real enemies are my Hardit rivals. They do not know about my personal army. And that’s why I shall be free to program the warriors of my New Corps to be loyal to me alone.”

“How will they be programmed?”

“That’s not an appropriate question for a human to ask.” Tawfiq slapped him with her tail. It didn’t hurt but he understood its significance as a dismissive gesture. The supreme commander had tired of him. “Leave me now,” she said. “Go back to your quarters and drown yourself in gin.”

“I can go freely? I don’t need to wait for guards?”

“If you deviate from the path I took to get here, I’ll have you killed. If you are too slow in returning to the upper levels of the White House, then I’ll have you killed.”

“But I don’t know the way,” said Romulus. It was true. His concentration had frequent lapses these days and the route had been complex.

“Really?” Tawfiq with relish. “Then you’d better start praying, because if you deviate so much as a footstep, you won’t make it back alive.”

Romulus bowed and hurried away. As soon as he was out of sight, he began pulling so hard at his golden collar that he had to stop and draw in deep, rasping breaths because he had half throttled himself. Why he did this was a mystery to him. He had bonds that trapped him far more securely than his collar. But no matter how much his head spun, and his bruised throat screamed in protest, he tugged on his collar all the way back to the den reserved for him in the White House.



—  Chapter 44  —

The New Order’s instructions had seemed almost innocent at first.

No, Romulus admitted to himself as he took another swig of barely chilled gin. Never innocent, but… yes, it had been constrained.

Tawfiq’s controllers had told him to meet with as many Legion officers as he could, the more senior the better. If possible, he was to make physical contact – a simple handshake would be perfect. If a handshake would draw undue attention then to pass nearby would have to suffice, but Romulus would have to try his best. If he didn’t then they would know. And then there would be consequences for Janna.

Give us what we need, Romulus, and your Janna will live. We will leave this system soon and we’ll never meet again. No one need ever know the trifles you did for us… so that your Janna would live.

Romulus hurled his glass against the wall, spilling gin over the stained paint of his private White House room.

Tawfiq had lied.

He grabbed the gin bottle off the dresser and sent it spinning through the air to thud into the wall.

Tawfiq had never left him.

Neither glass nor bottle had shattered – the ones they gave him never did these days. He bent down to retrieve the bottle before too much of its contents spilled out onto the carpet, and refilled his glass.

The reflection in his dresser mirror pulled at his attention, but he didn’t want to look. All he would see there was failure, a fool who had betrayed everything and everyone, himself most of all. A traitor. A coward.

But he hadn’t always been a coward.

Nor a traitor.

His memories were tattered and disordered. The constant drinking didn’t help and yet… Romulus was taken by the ridiculous notion that his drinking was somehow admirable, a secret form of rebellion.

He laughed and watched himself in the mirror perched on his bed with a bottle of gin trying to kid himself that he was drinking loyally on behalf of the Legion.

He frowned, the brightly patterned scales on his forehead bulging powerfully. Janna had thought them handsome once.

Was she out there, part of the invasion force? His brother, Remus, too? Did they curse his name or never mention him? They must surely hate him, but what form did their revulsion take? He wanted to know.

And now he was drinking for victory! What a dumbfrakk idea. What would they make of that?

He found his gaze pulled inexplicably down to the reflection of the gin bottle in his hand and felt a flicker of pride lick through him.

Pride? What is this? Is Tawfiq right? Am I finally losing my sanity?

He drained the glass. Spluttering as he drank too greedily of the coarse liquor.

The fire burned the back of his throat. Shit! That was seriously bad gin. He might have to rustle up a mixer.

That’s enough.

Drink for victory? Hell, no. He drank to forget.

Enough for what?

He was ready to look into the mirror.

All these random thoughts rioting in his mind. Where did they come from? He smacked his head repeatedly against the empty glass, but the ghostly words only firmed into compulsions.

Sweat pooled on the backs of his hands. Was this how insanity felt? The thoughts weren’t his own… but they didn’t have the feel of his Hardit controllers either.

He needed to look into the mirror.

His reflection peered back, as confused as he was.

Romulus felt his gaze pulled down again, this time to the dresser table and the two drawers beneath. The one on the left held a spare glass and a fresh bottle of gin. But the drawer on the right…

What was in the drawer to the right?

Why couldn’t he remember? It was just a frakking dresser drawer but… whatever was in there was important.

Trying not to make his curiosity obvious in case anyone was observing, he slowly pulled out the drawer and contemplated its contents.

Empty.

Oh, perfect. This was his last source of pride. The secret weapon with which he would kill Tawfiq and begin to atone for his treachery. An empty drawer! What was he supposed to do? Beat her about the head with it?

He laughed bitterly, but the compulsion that the drawer was important only grew, worrying at him until he felt inside with trembling fingers.

There was nothing in the drawer. And when he reached up and felt the wood above he found only an old ball of gum that was sweating almost as much as him.

The idea of slimy gum made him shudder, but he didn’t pull away. Instead, he kneaded the gum in his fingers. Milked it. Soon it was dripping slime. He knew what to do. He rubbed the backs of his wrists against the slime. Why? He had no idea, but he had to do this.

His back was aching with the awkward stretch, but still nothing happened. Was a secret door going to open? Maybe a magic sword. The Earthers loved their stories of magic weapons.

Then he fell into a hallucination.

He blinked, hard, and opened his eyes on a scene that he was convinced wasn’t real.

Romulus seemed to be himself. Same stained shirt and tie. Same golden collar around his neck, and a gin stain soaking into the wall from when he’d thrown the glass. He twisted around to scan the room, seeking out any sign that would confirm this wasn’t real. But in every detail, this was the familiar White House prison cell for Tawfiq’s favorite pet. Contents: one drunken traitor with a fraying mind.

“Hey, over here,” called a voice that he recognized instantly.

Romulus slowly turned his head back to the dresser. The reflection grinning back at him was not his own.

“Psst… I’m not real, Romulus. Don’t freak out. I’m just in your head.”

The man was gaunt, but his eyes spoke of an iron determination. Even if he weren’t speaking the local dialect called English, his light frame and pale skin would give him away as an Earther.

“I recognize you,” Romulus whispered. “Your voice is as familiar as my mother’s, but I can’t remember who you are. This is a very odd form of madness.”

The man rolled his eyes. “Sheesh!”

“This never gets easier,” they both said in unison.

“Nice one, Rom.” The man smiled, but Romulus saw both bitterness and shame etched there, so ingrained that they would never leave that face. “My name’s Zantoz and I’m your handler. And don’t worry about being overheard because all of this is going on in your head. That’s part of the deal with the gum in the drawer. You’re running off Earth-tech here. Not that second-rate crap you use in the Legion.”

“You mean…” Romulus had to search his memories. What had the Earthers called their wrist implants – their development of the tech that augmented Admiral Indiya? “Nano-effectors! I have nano-effectors inside me?”

“Top marks. Before you brought your furry friends with you to Earth, all full citizens of the International Federation had wrist implants based upon the same White Knight tech all their military slave species are given, except we developed it far further. A culture based on rich, nanoscale conversation that you, my friend, could never understand. All banned by the Pelts, of course. Bastards! But what we smuggled inside you is some fine work indeed.”

“Pelts? You mean the Hardits?”

“Pelts, chimpos, furballs, Hardit fuckers, murdering scum. The only name you really need to know is the enemy.”

“So… there are nano-machines inside me and they made me think about the drawer.”

“Yeah, the gum. Disgusting but works. You know, when I first met you, Rom, you’d never touched liquor – said it could degrade the AI interface you needed to fly your fancy space fighter. Well, my friend, I have to inform you – once again – that your flying days are long gone.”

“Are you sure the Hardits can’t hear you? I thought they can hear everything inside my mind.”

“Yeah, well that’s Tawfiq’s Pelts for you. Arrogant. I’ll be honest, it’s not been easy. Left alone, their Blood Virus would have had an unshakable grip on your mind by now. But it hasn’t. It’s our control that’s strengthened instead. There’s been a tech war raging in your mind for years. And we won. Although, it seems we had a little outside help.”

“We? You said you’re my handler. Who do you work for, Zantoz?”

“The Resistance. Same as you.”

Romulus bowed his head. “No. I’m a failure. A traitor.”

“Listen to me, my friend. You have much to atone for, and a whole bunch of your guilt is absolutely deserved. But you are not a failure. You are with the Resistance.”

Foreign memories launched themselves at his mind. Romulus gasped, trying desperately to blink them away but they would not be denied. They insisted he owned them, but he would not. Could not.

Could he?

 

Caches of stolen Hardit weapons.

Assassinations.

Sabotaged shuttle craft.

Resistance cell members so deeply embedded in key posts that even they didn’t know they were fighting for freedom.

And then the discovery, execution and reprisals as the New Order slowly wore the Resistance down, tightening the noose around the shrinking movement, getting ever closer to its leader, the Voice of the Resistance.

 

Romulus fought back, striking for the surface of the sea of memories trying to drown him.

The Voice… that was the key. Some said the Voice was an AI. Others that it was not one individual but the most secret of the Resistance cells, its members split across every continent to avoid New Order infiltration.

But these angry memories demanded that he acknowledged the truth.

The reason the Hardits never revealed the Voice’s identity was because it was the least likely person on the entire planet.

It was Romulus himself.

He was the Voice of the Resistance.

“You… Zantoz. Are you a real person? Out there. Outside this prison.”

“Yeah, I guess bits of my corpse are still out there somewhere.”

“You’re dead?”

“I am, and let me tell you, being dead sucks. It’s so difficult to get anything done.”

“Tawfiq! I’ll kill her.”

“We all hope her death will be long and painful, but, no, you killed me.”

“But…” For a moment, Romulus had felt a flickering memory of horror. Not anymore. He shook his head. “I have no memory of that. I’m sorry.” The words felt as substantial as dust.

“Snap out of it, man! Hardits and Resistance aren’t the only ones playing nano-games in your body. You damned Marines have so many anti-toxins running through your system, you could drink for America, and wake up the next day wondering why all the proper human beings had a hangover. We need you drunk to confuse the Hardit Blood Virus, but you crazy Marines can’t stay wasted like regular folk. That means we don’t have much time, so listen up, and remember to hit the gin again as soon as I’ve finished my briefing. You don’t have any memories of killing me because I programmed them in advance to be wiped. And you shouldn’t feel guilty about our deaths because I instructed you to kill us. To kill all of your handlers to cover your tracks.”

“Was… was I really so cold?”

“No. You’d lost your confidence. Not surprising. That’s the thing about the Earth-tech nano-effectors. If you don’t have them yourself, then we can make you dance to our every whim. You fought us hard, but you had no choice. Sorry Rom, you’re a good guy, but we had to program you to be a heartless killer. It’s war.”

Even darker memories returned. Other killings. An astronomer. Leon Vogel had been his name. He’d spotted something the Hardits hadn’t, a possible sign of a Legion attack. The Hardits couldn’t be allowed to learn of it and so he’d killed the astronomer.

“Yeah, that’s it. That’s what we need. I can tell you’re remembering now. I can’t tell what, of course, because I don’t know squit about what’s happened since I died, but I can hear something rumbling in your subconscious. Tawfiq’s taunted you with some secrets again, hasn’t she? Is this the big one? Is it time to act on what we know? We won’t get a second chance.”

“You can’t know, can you? The Legion’s invaded. They’ve taken most of Africa, although they’ve hit the Great Rift Valley Fortification Line.”

He could feel Zantoz buzzing with shock. “You’re shitting me! No, don’t bother answering, I can tell you aren’t.” The dead Resistance man gave a low whistle. “Guess this is the big one. What we’ve been working towards. Tell me everything.”

 

Romulus had only covered the essentials of his report when Zantoz stopped him. “We need to contact the Legion forces, Rom. Prepare a message in your head, Rom. Someone will be there to receive it.”

“How?”

“Remember the part about drinking for America? I wasn’t kidding. Keep at the Victory Gin and it’ll work out okay. And, Rom… we might not meet again, so I gotta tell you something important. We set you up as a traitor, same as the Hardits did. Made you commit terrible crimes history will revile you for. And I would do it to you all again tomorrow if I had to. But for what little it’s worth, Rom, I’m sorry. You deserved better. Maybe the greatest heroes are the ones whose deeds are never recognized. Now, go win this shitty war.”

Romulus fell straight out of the hallucination – and banged his head on the open drawer as he collapsed onto the dirty carpet in real life.

He gave a bitter laugh. Whether that business with Zantoz had really happened or whether it was just another psychotic hallucination made no difference. The correct response was the same in both cases.

He grabbed the bottle and glass from the left-hand drawer, and grinned. Drink for victory! What a brilliantly ridiculous way to win a war.

He shrieked!

Pulse racing, and grip tight on the gin bottle, Romulus turned around slowly because someone was there!

Some-thing more like. It was a Hummer. Had it been there all along?

“What do you want?” he snapped.

The Hummer didn’t reply.

Romulus necked the gin.

You have a message to deliver. The alien’s thoughts felt like a snake swimming through his mind on a stream of hard liquor. He hated the intrusion, but the psychic touch of this alien felt familiar.

What if I do? he thought back.

You have a message to deliver and you must pass it to me. The mental connection to the Hummer colored. Was that amusement? Governor Romulus, I am your partner in the Resistance.

His face creased up. This orange blob… his partner? The idea was so frakked-up that he would not accept it.

Then he looked in the mirror and saw the augmented human staring back out of its coating of alien scales with eyes filled with anguish that blazed like beacons of despair.

Romulus was a soul already lost; only the husk of his body persisted. No, an orange blob made a perfect partner. How many of us are there? he asked the alien. Is there a Resistance army waiting to rise up?

Not anymore. Very few of us remain. You think you have lost your soul, Romulus. I choose to believe you are mistaken. Whether our numbers will be enough depends on you. Have you the stomach for the fight?

Romulus could feel the creature’s fierce scrutiny, but the Hummer was wasting its time. I don’t have the guts to take on Tawfiq.

He examined his soul, searching for a spark he could fan into flames of resistance.

But there was nothing. Only despair.

Janna and Remus are alive, the alien said in his mind. They fight in Africa. Do you care whether they live or die?

“How dare you? You foul, disgusting, alien creature. What would you know?”

I know that you are angry. It is your spark, Romulus. Use it now!



—  Chapter 45  —

Flashes lit up the eastern horizon. Bloehn could feel the shuddering through the steering wheel as he drove through the dust shaken out of the track.

Less than a hundred miles away, two great armies were clashing… And both of them were invaders. Aliens and… freakish races of abominations who had long ago been human but were now something else entirely.

Worst of all, in this fight for his world, Bloehn had no part.

He smacked the horn of the ancient truck again and again, startling a large snake just feet away from the road, and sending it slithering to safety through the grass.

A mile, and a thoroughly disturbed selection of local wildlife later, Bloehn calmed enough to remember his duty.

He wasn’t one of the armored brutes fighting over the Rift Valley; he was Bashiri Bloehn, a humble farmer, and his herd of cows and goats relied upon him. War or no war.

If nuclear holocaust cleansed the Earth, his goats were such hardy beasts that he wouldn’t be surprised if they thrived in the ruins. “But not you, my friends,” he announced to the grazing cows as he pulled up at the pasture.

A few of the herd regarded him languidly as they chewed their cud. Then they looked away.

“I’m not fooled,” Bloehn chided them as he grabbed a box of feed from the back of the truck. “I know you miss me.”

As if obeying a hidden command, the herd limbered into life, mobbing him friendly but insistently, while others with a little more intelligence, jostled for position at the feeder.

“I missed you too. Especially you, madam,” he said to an individual blocking his way and flaring her nostrils in his face.

He laughed and dodged around her, so he could refill the circular feeder.

His cows were emotional creatures, who needed the familiarity of his voice and scent. On his more thoughtful days, he wondered whether the cows thought the same of him.

Despite the fast-grow grass variety in this pasture, there would never be enough to feed the herd. Didn’t need to be. Hunger wasn’t a problem, not with the pellet-grower machines back at the main farm compound.

So long as the war didn’t disrupt the water supply pumped from the distant coastal desalination plants at Dar es Salaam and Mtwara, the pellet machines would continue forever, sucking at the soil and extruding their green bounty. Cellulose, proteins, silicas, klason lignin, chlorophyll, free-monosaccharides, uronic acid, and the other many components of natural grass: the pellets contained everything necessary to feed not only the animals themselves, but the microbiological engines in their rumen stomachs. Theoretically, the pellets mined the soil according to the same program followed by natural grass. The goats loved grass pellets, but the cows knew they weren’t right. It wasn’t hunger that bothered them, they were stressed by an anxiety to find fresh pasture that was never satisfied.

They needed him.

In the old days, robots automatically supplied them with pellets but could never reassure the herd the way Bloehn could. He spent ten minutes talking comforting nonsense while he checked the health tags and ran through the security summary, looking for any signs of unwanted visitors.

The results weren’t good. Rad levels were up, and chemical toxins and fallout were drifting over the farm from the battlezone. None of them were enough to harm the cows yet. But the fighting had been ongoing for only a few days and, to his ears, had fallen into a grinding pattern of attrition. If days stretched to weeks, his herd would sicken. But where would they go? Most of the people in the region would flee the fighting if they could, but the Hardits did not permit free movement. For now, staying was marginally safer than leaving, and he reckoned the same applied to his livestock. Bloehn had it easy really; he didn’t have to make that choice for himself because his duty required him to stay.

Satisfied that all was as good as it was going to get in the shadow of war, he said his goodbyes and continued his rounds.

He had seven sites on his itinerary today. Six of them involved checking over the livestock, but the seventh was different: the hillside beauty spot overlooking the river where he sat against a wall of rock warmed by the sun, and spread out his feast of biscuits, jerky, and an apple, all washed down by a flask of hot ersatz coffee.

Come rain, baking sun, and orbital bombardment, Bloehn had taken his lunch at this spot almost every day since he’d been recruited to the cause, not long after the Battle of Cairo.

Nearly twenty years he had done this, waiting in quiet obscurity for the activation call to wake him to action.

The key fob in his pocket vibrated. He froze – half-chewed apple filling his mouth – but only for a moment. It seemed beyond impossible that an enemy would be observing him, but he nonetheless forced himself to finish his meal without hurrying. Nothing to see. Just going about my daily routine.

Once he was done, he carefully wrapped up his napkin, picked up his flask, and walked inside the cave.

The last time the hidden receiver in the case had summoned him via the fob was seven years ago. That time, Bloehn’s mission had been a systems check of the equipment cache, but he knew in his gut that today the activation call was for real.

He hesitated briefly on the threshold of the dark entrance, worried for his cows. But such concerns belonged to Farmer Bloehn, and as he stepped inside the dark of the cave he left that persona behind and became once more Sergeant Bloehn of the International Federation Defense Force.

His planet had recalled him to the colors.



—  Chapter 46  —

Remus peered through the dead branches to get a good look down the steep hillside at the path below, trying to make sense of what his goggles were telling him.

Flickering red threat alerts firmed into enough solidity for him to grip his cannon, but then vanished. There could be a family of warthogs passing along the gas-choked path, racing through in search of clean air that didn’t burn their lungs, or perhaps an enemy squad laden with flamethrowers and poison-tipped trench clubs were quietly advancing, ready to spring upon the rest of Remus’s patrol up ahead where the path opened up.

More likely there was nothing at all. He turned off the interpretive option on his goggles and trusted his eyes.

Thick yellow smog had collected in the valley between the hills, deep enough to conceal enemy troops, but shallow enough that he expected to see a disturbance in the gas cloud if anyone moved through.

The ground shook.

Fifteen miles away, kinetic torpedoes were raining down upon the mountain fortress on the west bank of Lake Tanganyika, to be met with the force bubbles that shielded the Rift Valley Line.

This was only harassing fire from the Legion navy in orbit, but it was enough to shake chaos into what had been stagnant clouds of toxic gas. A herd of rhinos could be charging through now and you would never tell.

A few seconds later, right on cue, the New Order force bubble turned off for an instant, just long enough for the defenders to answer with a missile salvo of their own.

Remus crouched down for cover in his stony hillside ledge, nearly knocking heads with Jinnee who was doing the same.

Even hugging the ground with his eyes tightly shut, Remus could see the instant the sky turned white, the light so bright that it pierced deep inside his head. His suit began pinging an insistent rad alert a few seconds before the shockwave hurled itself against the hill, shaking dirt into the air to mix with the gas.

Remus poked his head out of cover. Sure enough, over to the northwest, a mushroom cloud rose like an angry fist.

Tac-nuke. Fission. As dirty as they could make it.

“I thought we were supposed to be pinning them down,” Jinnee growled.

“We still own orbit,” Remus replied. But it was a weak answer and they both knew it.

Legion armored columns, backed up with Marines and aircraft had swept overland through Europe, Africa, and Asia. That left only one Hardit outpost before the liberation of the Americas. Only one on the planet’s surface at any rate. The underground war was more confusing.

The Rift Valley Defensive Line was built upon arguably this planet’s most impressive land feature. Two tectonic plates were separating, throwing up enormous mountains and deep valleys, often filled with water to make great lakes. The New Order had been allowed decades to fortify the mountain line not only up to its peaks but down deep below ground to the roots of the mountains too. Millions of fanatical defenders, and decades of preparation to build up their arsenal.

And yet the New Order lobbed low-yield dirty nukes, and chemical bombs. They sent patrols of human collaborators – the so-called Faithful – out of tunnels that were hidden everywhere. Much as Remus feared the alternative, it didn’t make sense why the New Order weren’t escalating. The Legion forces in this theater were supposed to be pinning the New Order in place, while the main attack was prepared along a different axis, but it was difficult to argue against Jinnee: that it was Tawfiq’s forces who had always intended to hold the Legion here.

His suit senses alerted him to a radio transmitter powering up 300 yards to the northwest.

“This is Baker-William-Mike-Four requesting medical evac.” The voice over general radio comms was Janna’s, and she sounded as if she was barely keeping panic at bay. “We have two suit breaches. Troopers are taking some bad rads. Anyone? Please! Don’t leave us to the pelt-lickers. Is anyone there?”

“That turn you on, Remus?” said Jinnee with a laugh. “Damsel in distress. Please, Remus, please come rescue me with your big Marine muscles. I’ll be so very grateful afterwards…”

Remus grinned. “Janna is about the least vulnerable person in the galaxy. But, yeah, turns me on a little.”

Jinnee snorted. “A little, he says. Janna could crap in a bag and it would give you a stiff one.”

“Quiet, I think I hear something. Down at the path.”

“Me too,” Jinnee whispered, deadly serious now. “Contact. Northwest. They’re crawling over the crest of the hill.”

Shit!

“Don’t worry about me,” said Jinnee. “They’re too far away. Janna is calling you.”

They both fell silent, each straining their senses to penetrate the hellish battlefield to build up a picture of what was happening. Remus could barely see anything, his goggles fogging up from the inside. He considered lifting them off, but his eyes would soon tear up, and he didn’t fancy breaking the rad-seal.

But he was definitely hearing voices. He was sure of that now. They were whispered, but in the dialect the Faithful used. Booted feet treading stealthily, moving from southeast to northwest. He heard that too.

Which was the main reason Sergeant Gjan had placed Remus in the main ambush position. His Marine heritage meant his hearing was vastly upgraded beyond the merely human capability of his Wolfish comrades.

How many Faithful are there? A dozen? No, more. Maybe a full squad. Frakking clouds! I can’t be sure.

He had a firing arc over a three-hundred-yard section of the path before it opened up to the plateau where, hopefully, Janna and the rest of the squad were waiting in ambush.

His booming heart beat out the seconds as he allowed the lead elements of the enemy unit to pass by unmolested.

He lifted his mini-gun and shoved the bipod into the bracing point he’d dug out of the rocky ground. Then he stitched the path with darts.

The enormous backpack of the SA-75(h) mobile mini-gun was loaded out with microdarts optimized for fire volume rather than stopping power. Didn’t need it because the Faithful weren’t armored – weren’t even wearing gear to protect them against their own munitions. Of the enemy patrols they’d met so far, behind dumb plastic goggles and a simple mouth mask, the Faithful’s skin was already a mess of radiation and chemical burns. But that wouldn’t be what finished off this lot of Faithful. Honest Legion darts would do for them.

The pneumatic hammering of the mini-gun echoed off the hills, all question of stealth now cast to the winds. A simple tactical awareness map overlaid his goggles, showing the position of his comrades in this 7th Armored Claw patrol.

“Contact,” shouted Remus, stating the obvious over the din of his fire. “I have ears but not eyes on pelt-lovers. Maybe thirty. But that’s just guesswork.”

“We are in position,” said Sergeant Gjan. “Send the frakkers our way.”

“I have eyes on four,” added Jinnee. “Crawling downhill from northwest. I hear more but I can’t see them.”

She fired her rifle, and Remus could hear her shaking afterwards. It wasn’t fear. It was the opposite of fear that was threatening to overwhelm Jinnee.

“Keep it together,” he shouted. “You had your chance to get your blades out at the last patrol.”

He knew her instincts were screaming at her to throw away her gun and charge the enemy with her poison blade. But Jinnee’s discipline held firm against the programming alien scientists had written into her ancestors’ DNA.

“Well done,” shouted Remus. “Keep it up and you’ll make Marine one day.”

Other than seeing an enemy within charging distance, nothing drove a Wolf wilder than telling them the Marines were superior.

He’d only meant to goad her, to use anger at him to overcome her programming, but something went wrong. She was confused, disoriented. Maybe a bio-programming error. Hell, he didn’t know. Jinnee stood up, rifle in hand but didn’t fire it. Then she sat back down. Hard. Remus looked over and saw the blood flooding down over her suit from the rent a bullet had ripped through its neck section.

“Jinnee’s down injured,” he said over the net.

“I see the abominations on the hilltop,” said Furry Harry. “Look after Jinnee. I have your back.”

“We are about done here,” said Gjan. “Cease fire, Remus. Attend to Jinnee.”

Remus obeyed the sergeant, the screams of the Faithful down on the path reaching his ears the moment his cannon ended its death-chatter.

“Janna,” ordered the sergeant, “take Kyn, Umrad and Arborlyn and work your way around the back of the hill. Until they signal they’re ready, Harry, I’m relying upon you and your damned contraption.”

Furry Harry was the squad’s Hardit, and his damned contraption was a one-Hardit Lynx mini-tank. Remus had long ago gotten used not only to the cohort of Legion Hardits he’d fought alongside since the assault on the White Knight capital, but to their diminutive armored vehicles. Harry’s lynx was lying in wait, hidden in the brush at the base of the hill. Try doing that with a super-heavy gravtank.

Trusting the others to watch his back, Remus concentrated on Jinnee, and quickly stabilized her. She was going to live. If they could evac safely.

“Present for you,” said Harry through his tank’s external speaker. Remus heard a pop pop pop from the opposite hillside as Harry’s main gun fired.

“My customized Lynx-3 mini-tank is more than a match for those New Order abominations,” Harry said over the net. “Finest machine in the entire Human Legion.”

“Sarge, are you sure the monkey’s actually on our side?” asked Iyip, one of the detachment on the opposite hill from Remus, tasked with protecting the mini tank, though they all knew that no one hated the Janissaries and their human auxiliaries with a hotter passion than the natural-born Hardits.

The tank’s munitions exploded in the mass of the enemy. They were only simple cluster frags, but they were up against the unarmored Faithful. The human screams that erupted told of the tank’s effectiveness.

“I’m sure Furry Harry takes a picture of Tawfiq to rub in his rack at night,” leered Iyip.

“At least I don’t need to rub myself,” the Hardit replied. “Eh, Iyip?”

Iyip laughed and so did Remus. Jinnee had taken a blast of rads, and lost a lot of blood, but she’d been lucky. The bullet wound wouldn’t kill her, but Remus’s inattention could. He hauled the mini-gun over to face any more Faithful coming over the hill. He could see one twitching up ahead in a blood-stained patch of dry grass and decided to let it be.

“Harry, Remus, you boys cease firing,” Janna announced. “My team are clearing the hillside now.”

Three minutes later, Janna and her three companions reached Remus and Jinnee.

“All safe for my delicate boy Marine,” Janna said, giving him a friendly punch to the shoulder. She was panting in excitement and exhaustion. Fresh human blood dripped from her crescent blade.

“Fun time’s over,” said Sergeant Gjan. “We’ve accomplished what we set out to do. More importantly, my stomach’s growling, which means it’s time to head home for a well-earned meal.”



—  Chapter 47  —

Remus scanned the cavern, checking it was empty.

Transferring from the Navy to serve with the Wolves – and later on Legion Hardits – of the 7th Armored Claw, had also entailed swapping his rack in Lance of Freedom’s pilot country for a far more random range of accommodation. Random, and often devoid of the simple certainties of hot, running water and plumbing. Despite parting from his brother and sister pilots, he’d never once regretted leaving behind his old life, with its caustic memories of his traitor brother. All the same, he sure missed pilot country.

This forward base, ten miles back from the front line at Bempe and buried half a mile underground, was something else. The giant pseudo-insects they called Trogs moved through dirt the way humans walked through air. But Trogs could sculpt the medium too. Merely on the off chance they might prove useful, the Trogs in their division had constructed scores of forward bases, with compartments fitted out with power and ventilation shafts, and connecting passageways protected by armored sentry posts hidden in the bulkheads.

Remus laughed. He was a Wolf now, and Wolves called them rooms, not compartments. Floors and walls, not decks and bulkheads. Something about the efficient finish was reminding him of Lance of Freedom and Navy ship design.

More than memories had followed him here on the long journey from Lance of Freedom. Janna had too.

The alcoves, each set with three racks on Trog-built shelves, were open to view, their privacy curtains pulled back, not that privacy featured highly amongst concerns of the other Wolves. But they realized Remus had brought a little shyness from his old life and had offered him an occasional chance of private time with Janna. Only one alcove had its curtain drawn; the one he shared with her.

He let out a sigh, long and trembling. Frakk, he needed her so much.

Janna always stuck to a simple routine. Equipment check, food, sex, sleep: in that order. The fact that she had skipped chow and was here waiting for him meant the next hour or so would be brutal, intense and dangerous.

He licked his lips in anticipation.

Wouldn’t have you any other way, darling.

“Couldn’t wait, eh?” he roared and ripped back the curtain.

An old man was waiting for him there. Short and wiry, with close-cropped white hair and a goatee to match, the intruder’s leathery skin told of a lifetime spent planetside, and much of it outdoors. This was an Earther.

‘Who?’, ‘how?’ and ‘why?’ vied to be the first question out of Remus’s lips.

The civilian was standing calmly beside the racks, his arms slightly to his side with empty palms out. He wore a crude, belted robe, bare feet and sandals. Remus was big, but he could move fast and decisively. If the intruder was concealing a weapon in those robes, Remus could snap his neck before he reached it.

‘How’ was winning out, but the sandaled intruder spoke first. “I apologize for disappointing you. There’s an old saying on my planet: a pleasure denied is one intensified. Gotta admit, though. When I was your age, I’d call that bullshit and kick the hell out of anyone who got in the way of a well-deserved rack-time adventure.”

“How?” finally reached Remus’s lips.

The man laughed sourly. “Special ops gear. Officially, I can’t say more than that, though I realize that in the circumstances that’s just ridiculous. I’m Sergeant Bashiri Bloehn of the 163rd Brigade, IFDF.”

“You’re military?” Remus queried, trying and failing to place Bloehn in the rapidly evolving Legion TO&E. “Some kind of civilian volunteer militia?”

“No, regular army.” Anger drew the Earther’s words tight. His hands clenched and looked ready to lash out.

Suddenly the calmness of this bizarre conversation evaporated in a blur of motion.

Remus dropped to the ground on instinct, ready to sweep his legs wide and hook around the back of the Earther’s knees, but he realized that Sergeant Bloehn hadn’t moved. It was Janna who had emerged behind the Earther with the grace of a hurricane. The knife she held at his throat had left a thin red line beading with a single drop of blood.

“IFDF,” she sneered. “I Frakk Drenting Furballs. Is that who you are? What did your monkey mistress tell you to do? Did she make you drink liquid explosive?”

“International Federation Defense Force,” growled Bloehn. “Don’t you arrogant, ignorant ass-hats know anything? We’re the legitimate armed forces of the legitimate Earth government.”

Remus and Janna looked at each other, perplexed. Compared to the rest of the Legion, life in the Wolves was just as short, but was brutish and simple. This kind of surprise didn’t happen to Wolves.

“Who are you calling illegitimate?” Remus asked. “Us, or the puppets of the Hardit New Order?”

“Does it matter?” replied the Earther, swallowing hard as he tried to regain his composure.

They’d clearly struck a nerve by insulting his service. Remus could understand that. What Bloehn hadn’t accounted for was the consequence of his insulting theirs.

Janna was a true Wolf, and unlike the cyborg Marine bulk of Remus, in terms of physique she was little different from the native Earthers. She didn’t need to be. Despite her being shorter than Bloehn, the man found himself dancing on tiptoes, his back arched under Janna’s chokehold.

“I don’t take well to being called illegitimate,” she yelled, her mouth rammed against his ear. “My comrades who died on the long path to liberate your world… tell me, were they illegitimate too? Were their sacrifices unreal?”

“I’m sorry,” croaked the man, and he genuinely seemed to regret making Janna angry. She relaxed her hold a fraction, just enough for him to apologize with more clarity. “I am – was – a soldier,” he said. “Not a politician. Now I am neither, just a last remnant of the Resistance, waiting in quiet obscurity for years until my superiors activated me. The Voice of the Resistance has spoken. Your Legion ships in orbit are in great danger. Tawfiq is laying a trap for you.”

——

Remus tried to hear out the man, he really did, but two minutes later he gave up and shook his head “No, this still makes no sense. Why me and Janna? Why sneak through this base to bring your words to us of all people?”

“Your brother is the Governor, which means–”

“He’s not my brother!” snarled Remus

Bloehn glared. “My intel says you are… connected, which makes you a person of note. People will be readier to believe you are linked to momentous events, and you are more likely to have the ear of senior commanders. This is urgent. And you both know General McEwan. Can we speak with him now?”

“He’s dead,” said Janna.

The man slumped a little at the news.

Janna continued, “And we lost Remus’s mother, Colonel Nhlappo, long ago on Tranquility-4.”

Even after all these years, an emptiness yawned inside Remus. He and Romulus had been babies, orphaned by the human genocide perpetrated by Tawfiq on Tranquility. First Sergeant Nhlappo, as she had been at the time, had adopted them both. Although Remus wasn’t related to Romulus by blood, he found he couldn’t disown the traitor because they were forever bound by their adopted mother’s love. To disown Romulus would be to dishonor her, and that was something Remus could never do.

The memories of his mother drained the fight from Remus, bled away too any prospect of properly slaking his sexual hunger. This warning from the Earth man had better be frakking good.

Remus opened a comm hail to his squad NCO.

“Remus,” snapped Sergeant Gjan. “I’m eating. I don’t want to hear Janna pounding your flesh. Later is fine, but I like to satisfy one bodily function at a time. Did she put you up to this call?”

“No, Sergeant. I think we’ve made contact with local resistance forces. Earther here claims he needs to speak to someone about a trap Tawfiq’s about to unleash on the fleet.”

Sergeant Gjan didn’t speak for several seconds. Couldn’t. Remus admired and respected him as an NCO, but like most Wolves, Gjan had a deep need for a sense of underlying order to what outsiders would see as the chaos of the Wolfish life.

“You have an Earther there now?” asked the sergeant. “In your quarters?”

“Yes. A man. Claims to be former Earth Army.”

“And Janna’s there and unharmed?”

“Yes.”

“But Janna hasn’t killed this Earth man?”

“No, Sergeant.”

“Janna hasn’t killed the Earth man yet,” Janna corrected over the same channel. “She is severely pissed off, and not just with this Earther, but before she starts hurting people, she thinks we should hear this man out. I think anyone with the balls to do what he did must think his warning is important, Sergeant.”

“Okay, Janna. Keep your scales on. Jeez, I’d only managed two mouthfuls and I’m hungry goddamnit! Look, if you let him live then I guess that’s good enough for me. There’s a supply shuttle lifting off for orbit in thirteen minutes. Be on it. All three of you. Secure him, but use your instincts – kill him if you have to. I’ll clear your flight with the lieutenant, but whether those crazy Navy types will blast you out of orbit before you dock is far beyond my paygrade. Now shift your scrawny butts and let me finish my goddamn dinner.”

Remus looked over Sergeant Bloehn. He lacked muscles, but his stance hinted at a wiry endurance. “Are you fit?” he asked Bloehn. “Can you run?”

“Once,” he replied. “No longer. Caught a leg wound at the Battle of Cairo in 2717.”

“Figures,” mumbled Remus. He scooped up the old soldier and threw him over his shoulder. In battle, Remus was used to lugging around a mobile mini-gun which was far heavier. Bloehn didn’t resist as Remus shifted him for balance. Not as comfortable as the cannon, but it would do.

“Quit fondling his butt and move,” shouted Janna. “Twelve minutes left to get to the shuttle.”

Remus sprinted for the landing strip. Neither the Wolves nor the Legion-allied Hardit mini-tankers they shared the base with showed any curiosity that he was carrying an old Earth man over his shoulder. Remus wasn’t surprised. The fighters of the 7th Armored Claw were veterans of this long interstellar war. They’d all seen far stranger sights.



—  Chapter 48  —

Fascinated and revolted in equal measure, Indiya kept the Legion commanders waiting for her verdict while she continued to explore Sergeant Bashiri Bloehn. Like her, the Earth man had been augmented with nano-factories under the wrists designed to release hormonal cocktails in accordance with their users’ needs, or more accurately the needs of their unit commanders. All military species serving the White Knights were fitted with these, primarily so that Marines bred for aggression could tolerate extended periods crammed together in troopships and defensive positions without killing each other, and for Spacers to fly decades-long journeys between stars without going insane.

Indiya had grown up aboard Beowulf shunned by many crewmates as a ‘freak’, one of a handful of experimental human subjects fitted with these nano-factories by the Reserve Captain, a senior Jotun bioengineer who had become a dear friend to Indiya. There had been parallel lines of development, other prototypes, and the Earthers had reverse engineered their equivalent from the corpses of Marine children who had programmed an escape pod to travel to far-off Earth. In a bizarre twist, one of those children had been Zeno McEwan, Arun’s brother.

Both the Beowulf freaks and the Earth dwellers had taken their augmentations far beyond the intentions of their original designers. Bloehn’s body had been given wetware hooks, replication engines and speed boosters for the nano-packets, and vascular bypasses for them to avoid chokepoints in the bloodstream.

Whether it was the laws of nature, or the limitations of the subcutaneous alien hormonal injector, all branches of humanity shared a knack for twisting systems until they did something they weren’t designed to do.

Humans weren’t especially intelligent, strong, or organized, but they boasted an unsurpassed skill at hacking.

There were other species who were more intelligent and made better engineers – the Khallene gremlins for one, and the Legion owed a Cull victim called Springer a great deal for securing their allegiance to the Legion. However, only one other race could compare with humanity’s ability to subvert technology to an unintended purpose: Hardits.

Shortly after the New Order invasion, the wrist implants of the survivors had been crudely removed when Tawfiq declared the technology forbidden for humans. Bloehn claimed that he had slept through the invasion in an army cryo reserve. One night while sheltering in the banks of the Nile from New Order patrols, he’d hacked out his own implants with a knife.

When the monkey-vecks discovered the human implants, they must have enjoyed toying with this new update to nature. They had planted simplified versions inside their human servants, the Faithful. Were they developmental prototypes before adding something similar to the Janissaries? If so, then it would be a tool, a way for New Order commanders to control their troops. But from what she had gleaned from the Earth natives, before the invasion they had made the nano-factories inside their wrists more than a mere tool; they had developed an entire culture in which discourse between individuals occurred primarily at the nano-scale.

Fascinating.

And revolting… that such a critical organ of the Earth-based humans had been excised from everyone on the planet.

Admiral Kreippil flicked his tail against the deck. It was not a subtle gesture. Time to stop exploring and start leading.

“This man speaks the truth,” said Indiya. Imperceptible to most people, Indiya could sense a subtle pulse of tension sweep the mess deck rapidly repurposed as an interrogation environment for Bloehn. “He is a former IFDF soldier who was recruited into the Resistance and has knowledge of several equipment caches left after the New Order invasion. In monitoring one cache, he received a message from his handler whom he knows as the Voice of the Resistance, in which he was warned of an imminent attack on the fleet by means of a devastating release of corrosion munitions. Details unknown. Identity of this Voice of the Resistance unknown. Independent verification of this warning impossible. I cannot rule out that Sergeant Bloehn is being used to deliver false intelligence on behalf of the enemy. Nonetheless, I can’t afford to ignore this warning.”

She activated the holo projector at the center of the deck and slaved its display to the tactical planner in her head. Ghostly blue 3-D balls appeared, showing the Earth-Luna system. The orbiting fleet and the captured defense platforms were shown as white, named icons.

“I understand the need to refit and reorganize the fighter squadrons,” she said, “but I want combat space patrols doubled immediately, and I want scout missions organized to seek out the source of this potential attack.”

Bloehn and forty Legionaries – half senior officers and half Marine guards – watched the holo in silence as the icons for scores of ships turned green.

“I’m cancelling the deployment of the 5th and 12th Army Groups. They are to join with the ships I am indicating to form a new Mars Reserve Fleet under the command of Commodore Hralathstan, who also takes command of the existing Mars garrison. They are to leave immediately. If an attack does come, I want a powerful reserve nearby but at a safe distance. I am willing to hear requests from fleet commanders about improvements to the new ship assignments, but only after Hralathstan reports that the new fleet is safely in place about Mars.”

With her mind mostly engaged with the complexity of constructing a balanced fighting force on the fly, complete with logistical and engineering support, troopships, orbital shuttles, and carving a viable X-Boat force out of the survivors of the battle for Earth orbit, it took a moment to register that someone was doing other than listen and absorb her orders without question. As she wrenched her attention back to the mess deck, she was floundering with the idea of who would question her.

Arun might, in extreme cases, but having officially returned from the dead, he was now making his way down to the surface to show his face to the frontline troops – and no doubt throw himself into more danger than he could cope with on his own. She felt the ghostly presence of Xin Lee, who had forever questioned Indiya’s strategy, but Xin was long gone. The epicenter of the disruption was this Earth sergeant, who was moving uneasily in the micro-gee from the ship’s rotation over to the holo-display, ignoring the twenty Marine carbines aimed at his heart and the shouted order to stop immediately or be shot.

The first thing she’d learned from Arun, back when they were both still kids, was that no matter how friendly, attentive, intelligent, handsome, and amorous a Marine might genuinely be, they could transform instantly into a ruthless and effective killing machine. These guards would not hesitate to shoot Bloehn dead.

“Stand down!” Indiya ordered the Marines. “Sergeant Bloehn. Your presence here is a courtesy. Frankly it is a courtesy I only extend to you because our operational security is so badly compromised by the New Order that even if you were Tawfiq’s unwitting spy, you will not learn anything she does not already know. You may speak at the appropriate moment, and that is not now. Return to your seat.”

“I glimpsed something earlier,” Bloehn said, pointing at the display. “Blue dots ahead of Earth orbit when you were showing Mars. Can we zoom out again?”

Indiya waved away the two Marines moving to restrain Bloehn and did as he asked. It would be quicker to explain to him and then tell him to shut the frakk up.

The Earth and its moon shrunk to dots orbiting the Sun, the path of the orbit added in yellow. A cluster of blue dots were themselves orbiting a point sixty degrees ahead of Earth’s route around the Sun.

“You’re seeing Earth’s Trojans,” Indiya explained, “rocks and minor planetoids in libration around Earth’s L4 point, just a natural consequence of gravitation and orbital mechanics. Nothing to worry about.”

Nothing to worry about. The words tasted false in her mouth. Why was that? And why wasn’t there a similar cluster of Trojans behind Earth orbit at its L5 point?

Bloehn growled, “I know what a fucking Trojan is.”

“Hey!” called Major Villeneuve, who commanded the Marines here. “Pay respect to the admiral!”

“I’ll show respect to people who deserve it,” growled the resistance man.

“Mother of a dog!” gasped Indiya. “The Earther’s right. Chodding Tawfiq! She’s kept her arsenal right under our noses the whole time. I’ve cross-referenced with pre-invasion astronomical data from Terrestrial astronomers. Earth has a handful of natural Trojans, but not that many. Whatever we’re seeing at L4… they’ve been planted by Tawfiq.”

“Damned right,” said Bloehn. “And hiding something in clear view is Tawfiq’s MO all right. Just her style.” He pointed at the suspect Trojans. “Her attack’s coming from there. I’d stake my life on it.”

“Kreippil,” said Indiya. “I want a patrol there ASAP.”

“I obey,” the First Fleet commander replied. “However, I note that I have already sent patrols there and they have reported nothing of interest.”

“Then look closer and look harder. I want boots on those rocks. I want engineers and miners and tech teams. Tear those Trojans apart.”

With Kreippil muttering commands to his subordinates to comply with Indiya’s order, a gloomy silence stifled the mess deck. Few now doubted the words of Bloehn or this mysterious Voice of the Resistance. Victory no longer seemed so assured, and the implications shot spikes of horror through Indiya’s gut. Tens of millions had already died at Indiya’s command, some of them civilians that she judged unable to be safely separated out from the effective prosecution of war. If the Legion lost this conflict, then the death toll as its many enemies took revenge would be vastly higher. That cold calculation was no comfort at all. Every time lives were lost as a result of her orders; the burden of responsibility was hers. And even though the death count had swelled to a number beyond comprehension, she felt the blow of each and every addition.

As the CO, that burden was her duty to bear. She had a responsibility to win this war. And with the prospect of an imminent counterattack from Tawfiq, she had to give the Legion every advantage she could find. No matter the cost.

“Aelingir!”

“Yes, Admiral,” replied the senior Legion commander on Earth’s surface.

“I am authorizing the Tanganyika Option. You have six hours to pull out.”

“Understood. We’ll be ready. Admiral… General McEwan is here with me. Forgive me, but I am unaware of the protocol here. Is the general aware of your orders?”

“Negative. That will be all. Indiya out.”

Long ago, the Reserve Captain had told her eager young humans that history would admire Xin Lee, study Indiya, and blame Arun. Didn’t seem to be working out that way so far. Xin Lee and her insatiable ego had taken half the Legion off to do Goddess-knew what, and Arun was not regarded as the hard-nosed killer that Indiya was. And he wouldn’t be… not if she had anything to do with it.

She realized that the Earther was trying to attract her attention. “Admiral,” he called, “I need to return. If the fighting is intensifying around Lake Tanganyika, then it is my duty to be in the thick of it.”

“No,” Indiya replied sadly.

“I am old,” protested Bloehn, “but I challenge anyone in this room to fire a rifle as accurately as me. I’m not afraid of fighting.”

“Well, you should be!” said Indiya hotly. “In any case, the Tanganyika Option is not about fighting. It’s about bringing an end to the fighting, at least in that region.”

When Bloehn’s eyes went wide with horror as he guessed what the Tanganyika Option entailed, Major Villeneuve moved her Marines in fast to restrain him.

This time, Indiya didn’t stop them.



—  Chapter 49  —

“You are safe,” Indiya told the captive Faithful. “But you might hurt a little from the drug withdrawal.”

The soldier was one of several captured during the drive to the Great Rift Valley Line and shipped into orbit for interrogation. Despite a minor concussion, he’d been spitting defiance when the Littorane guards brought him into the brig. Ten hours later and the green smock he’d been given was plastered to his body with sweat, and his eyes struggled to focus, but he tried to peer now at the two figures come to torment him.

“This is a very bad idea,” Daex whispered to Indiya. “You’re doing this to taunt yourself. You have nothing to be ashamed for, no justification for guilt.”

Indiya rounded on her aide but stopped herself just short of yelling abuse.

Daex raised an eyebrow on her pale, scaly face. Nothing insubordinate, but just enough to make a point. The squid-like tentacles atop her otherwise humanoid face pulsed obscenely.

Chief Staff Officer Arbentyne-Daex was more than a flag officer; she helped keep Indiya sane too. Daex was a Kurlei; an empath people. Indiya could run fine-detail diagnostics of her own brain chemistry, but Daex was far better at understanding how Indiya was feeling. And why.

Indiya grimaced, the closest Daex would get to an apology. “Scouts report that Tawfiq is rotating Janissary units out of the front line and replacing with these Faithful. I need to know who and what they are. I can’t hide behind a button. I need to see their faces.”

“I can only understand half of what you freaks say,” croaked the prisoner, “but I can catch the gist of it.”

“Oh? And what is that?” Indiya asked.

“You’re weak. Those aren’t your words, but I can see it plainly on your faces. You are weak. The New Order has a saying. Strength through victory! Victory through Strength! That’s why we’ll win this war. Why humanity’s rightful place is to be the servants of the Hardits within the New Order hierarchy.”

“Thank you,” said Indiya. “That makes this a little easier.”

“You see… weak! The New Order doesn’t do what is easy, it does what is right.”

The flame of defiance was returning to the Faithful’s eyes, despite his obvious fatigue. It was more than exhaustion. All the captured Faithful had implants below the left ear, in mockery of where the Legion Marines had ports to hold their personal AIs. The New Order’s human soldiers didn’t have AIs, though. Tawfiq had given them a device that kept a constant supply of drugs into their bloodstream. What it contained was still being analyzed, but when she had first met the teenaged Marines aboard Beowulf, who would one day become the core of the Human Legion’s human forces, they had been robotic, slow, and followed orders blindly. And the drugs they had been given to mindlessly rebel against their senior officers had been designed and delivered by… Hardits.

Shame. She’d hoped that with the drugs out of his system, Tawfiq’s grip on the captive’s mind would have loosened.

Daex didn’t move a muscle, but her empathy worked in both directions and she gave Indiya the mental equivalent of a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Give him more time,” said the alien. “The drugs may take days to fully leave his system.”

“Time?” sneered the captive. “You might have drained my physical body of its strength, but my loyalty is unshakable. I’m not weak. I am Faithful.”

“Interesting you should mention your physical body. Your phalanges and metacarpals are fused on both your little fingers. I imagine your grip is problematic. You have septal defects too – holes in your heart. They’re growing too. All you Faithful have these congenital conditions. Not enough to stop you fighting, but few of you could live a full and healthy life unless your conditions were treated. And the New Order clearly does not consider your life to be a concern. Can you explain why you have so many medical issues?”

The man spat on the deck. For a moment, Indiya was surprised by how young he looked, but when he lifted his face to her, she took him to be in his thirties but strangely difficult to age. “You call us weaklings, but it is you, Legion turd-stains who are the feeble ones.”

He spat again, trying to reach Indiya this time – too dumb to realize that nothing was getting past the invisible force shield. “I am not weak,” she informed him. “I have a conscience. It’s what’s kept me from dissecting you. So far.”

Indiya allowed Daex to shut the captive away by rendering his cage opaque. “I told you, Admiral. Nothing good will come of this. I have studied Earth history. Even the vilest conquerors spawned collaborators. It is natural for some humans to serve those who are stronger, no matter how great the dishonor. The man in there is a traitor. Treat him as such.”

From a distance, Daex filled her black Legion uniform like a slender human with an unauthorized hairstyle. There was no mistaking her alien nature now; her head distorted into a narrow spear head, her chin extending to a sharp point. It was a threat display, and although she’d seen it many times before, Indiya couldn’t help herself from flicking glances around the brig, looking instinctively for possible escape routes to flee this predator. It was why Kurlei had evolved their empathic ability – to hunt and to kill.

There was no doubting how Daex would treat traitors.

A comm hail came from Admiral Kreippil, momentarily throwing Indiya.

She swallowed hard and took a moment to regain her composure. “Go ahead, Kreippil.”

“I submit an update from our investigation into Bloehn’s claims.”

“Yes.” When Kreippil didn’t immediately reply, she added, “Go ahead.”

“Admiral, I lack firm data, but my instincts push me to disturb you with the fragments I do know.”

Indiya felt herself sink into a cold sweat. She started up a hormonal package to keep her cool and focused, because she knew her old Littorane friend well. By the time Kreippil began to feel the initial pangs of anxiety, most people would have already fled in panic. “Report,” she told him. “Do not hold back with your speculation.”

“Very well. Hidden among natural asteroids we think were transported to the L4 point, we found bodies with surface signs of gas sublimation. We don’t know what that gas was, but we did find artificial triggers that were fired within the past few days. Between your position and L4 are trace levels of inert gas and dust, some of which is moving your way. The labs just reported on one of the samples we took. It contained a tiny number of nano-factories that self-destructed under observation, but not before revealing a link to a large mass of dark matter. The labs do not have the technology or even the theory to effectively measure this dark matter, but some of the models based on what they do know are predicting that these are bombs – complex devices of which the dark matter component masses tens of millions of times greater than the visible portion.”

“Corrosion bombs?”

“Inconclusive, but compatible with the data.”

“And these models, are they indicating an attack sufficient to wipe out the fleet, as Bloehn suggested?”

“More than that, Admiral. If true, then this strike would put an impenetrable barrier around Earth orbit. Permanently.”

“You did well to trust your instinct,” Indiya told him. “Fleet Admiral Indiya to all ship captains. Emergency Protocol Delta-3. All ships to leave orbit immediately. Fleet commanders to coordinate shuttles to evacuate all personnel in orbital defense platforms but get the capital ships to safety first. Second Orbital Strike Squadron, you are to maintain high-Earth orbit at 80,000 klicks. I’m bringing Tanganyika strike forward by three hours.”

Indiya’s heart pounded. The hormonal cocktail was working, it just wasn’t strong enough to calm her for what she needed to say next.

Guess I’m still just about human, then.

She raised the commander of the Earth invasion force.

“Admiral?” queried Aelingir. The translation into human words didn’t fool her. She knew enough of Jotuns to hear the shock in Aelingir’s voice that the admiral would contact her unexpectedly.

“I’m sorry, Aelingir. Tawfiq’s outwitted us. You’ve got ninety minutes before I order the strike. Be prepared for an imminent New Order counterattack. Hell, anything could happen. Even ninety minutes might be too long. We might no longer have any Legion ships in orbit by then. Let divine blessing be upon you and all who serve under you.”

“It shall be done,” replied the Jotun commander, and cut the line to hurriedly implement the revised timetable.

Indiya didn’t envy the Jotun. Many more people were going to die because she had brought the strike forward. And her gut was warning her that even this wouldn’t be enough.

She actually found herself missing Phaedra Tremayne: Springer as she’d once been known. Annoying though she had been – though not as irritating as Arun’s childish infatuation with her – her precognition had occasionally proved vital. And as for the army of Hummers with the fleet, they had suddenly ceased their humming two years earlier. Those who were prepared to explain their silence simply said that their foresight was being blocked.

With the Hummers neutralized, Nhlappo missing presumed dead, Xin gone with half the fleet, the White Knight Emperor effectively neutral, and Arun off playing soldiers, it was almost as if the other players in this war had stepped aside to let her and Tawfiq battle it out between them as champions of their respective sides.

It looked like Tawfiq was winning.

For now.

You haven’t won yet, monkey-bitch. I’m just getting started.



—  Chapter 50  —

Aelingir scanned the rows of human civilians lined up on the beach under the watchful eyes of her logistical task force. They shuffled their little feet in the white sand littered with the desiccated fragments of a washed-up sea plant, reluctant to release their grip on the familiar, pathetic though that was.

“I recommend firing over their heads,” said Major Graenax, which only made Aelingir’s ears flick faster. The major was a good combat officer but lacked subtlety. He hadn’t spent years carefully studying humans the way Aelingir had.

“Negative, Major. If you shoot they will scatter like a flock of birds, and we do not have time to root them out.” She growled before adding in a whisper. “We don’t have time to rescue all of them, whatever we do.”

She trooped the line, the malnourished civilians shrinking from her martial bearing. They suited their dwelling place, their faded and much-mended clothing an echo of Dar es Salaam as this location was named. Only a hundred paces beyond the shoreline, tall buildings told of the city’s former glory, lingering licks of paint suggesting once-bright colors. Every window pane in this area had been blown out decades before, but the plastic sheets and patterned fabrics in some windows showed that the Hardits had permitted some life to continue here. Human eyes in those former apartment blocks and offices would be watching the scene below on the beach, wondering why the troopships were lined up on the sand under a protective cloud of drones and fighter craft.

Good. Aelingir needed those eyes on her. That was the point.

“You there!” she shouted at a pair of civilians she’d watch sneak their way to the back of the line “Where are you going?”

Anywhere but here, seemed to be the answer. They fled for the safety of the city’s ruins. Aelingir’s Jotun Marines blocked the path they had taken and dared the other civilians to follow.

The humans looked at each other. They lacked a chain of command… or did they? There was one human many of its fellows were looking to. A female. The white shooting through the hair beneath her hat told of age in her species, not vitality. The slight stoop confirmed Aelingir’s suspicion – this was an elder.

“They run to their deaths,” shouted Aelingir. “Leave with us now if you wish to live.” She looked at the female and spoke carefully calculated words. “Think of your children.”

The human woman bit her lower lip and tilted her head. It was the sign of a human decision maker deliberating…

“You there!” Aelingir hurried over to the woman. “Are you the leader of this tribe?”

The human peered up at her, her hairless face cracking into deep lines. “I was a city councilor, Jotun. Many years ago, before the Hardits stole our world. No, I am not a leader.”

“Pity. You will have to do.”

Aelingir grabbed the human with her mid-limbs and lifted the Earther until their heads were the same height. It was humiliating to extend the silly little human the honor of speaking at the same level, but she had assured Admiral Indiya that she would do her best to evacuate the civilians. And while it was true that the admiral was no bigger in physical stature than this civilian, the will of the purple-haired Spacer was powerful enough to intimidate Aelingir even down here on the planet.

Respect it must be, then. “Acting human leader, I am General Aelingir, Commander-in-Chief of Planetary Forces. I greet you, but we must speak hastily. The city will be wiped out within an hour. Everyone here dead. Why do you not comply?”

The human frowned, squirming annoyingly. “We’re not leaving.”

“But why? We are not slavers. This is an evacuation.”

“You see, ma’am?” said Major Graenax over the command channel. “The humans are impossible. It’s been the same all down the eastern seaboard. They aren’t like our human comrades in the Legion. They aren’t civilized by association with elder races such as ours.”

“I concur,” said Aelingir, reluctantly. She raised the amplification of her translator speaker and bellowed for the civilians’ benefit, “Release the Wolves!”

She’d forgotten the acting human leader who flinched in her grip at the deafening volume.

“Sorry,” said Aelingir quietly, and gently tossed her to the sand before addressing the restless crowd. “Listen to me, humans. Your ancestors gave a million of their children to alien slavers who bred them as colonists, laborers, and soldiers. Many were experimented upon, reshaped to better serve the purposes of their new masters.”

Howls haunted the ruined streets.

“Some became the terror weapons of the White Knights. Lobotomized, bred for psychotic tendencies, brutalized, and drugged into kill frenzies, they were more a tool for punishment than a military force.”

Still baying, strange figures stalked the streets or made predatory silhouettes in doorways and windows. At least, the strangeness of the naked humans coated in colorful scales were making the eyes of the civilians bulge wide. To Aelingir, though, they were a unit of Wolves who had cheerfully obeyed her order to run skyclad and scare the Earthers.

“Yes,” she told the civilians, “you can see they’re here now. Wolves we call them. Do you think they hold you responsible for your ancestors’ betrayal?”

The Wolves began to hoot menacingly, the same noise they would use to pump themselves up before an assault.

Even Aelingir felt a couple of her claws extend at the implied threat of violence.

“We’re leaving in these safe troopships. Come with us, or meet your cousins, the Wolves. Your choice.”

Aelingir and her detachment began striding across the beach to the waiting transports, ignoring the civilians.

The Wolf tactic would work at Dar es Salaam or it would not. She had done what she could. Even though civilians had largely been driven away from the eastern flank of the Great Rift Valley Line, intelligence said that the New Order had retained modest fishing communities to provide food and slave labor. Aelingir’s evacuation missions wouldn’t reach them all in time.

“Sti’I’yk,” she barked over a new channel. “Report.”

“The humans are stubborn,” the Gliesan colonel replied. “I am persuading them to make for higher ground, but many are too afraid to move out.”

Aelingir’s AI provided a map of Sti’I’yk’s location. He was in Toliara, a coastal city on a large island called Madagascar that lay 1,800 klicks to the southeast of Aelingir’s position. It was hopeless. The evacuation plan she had prepared had allowed twenty-four hours. The admiral had cut that to one.

The map view faded, replaced by the sight of the citizens leaving the ruins of Dar es Salaam and streaming across the sand and into the transports. There would be time for one return trip to the beach. No more.

Time was shorter in Madagascar. Sti’I’yk had to drive his humans up mountains. “If they are merely afraid to move out, Colonel, then make them terrified to stay. Make use of your human units to provide the encouragement. The White Knights recruited and bred them for their extreme aggression. Use it!”

Her AI fed Aelingir a stream of further reports. The human-led evac missions were faring much better. She was so used to humans who obeyed orders constantly that she hadn’t considered that difficulty. Several were being harassed by Hardit forces emerging from underground bunkers, an impediment that she had considered. They wouldn’t prove a problem.

As she stepped up the ramp of her command shuttle, she paused to watch the wooden fishing vessels out in the bay, recording images of them for her auxiliary memory. There was a noble simplicity about them she decided she admired.

Shame they will be gone within the hour.



—  Chapter 51  —

“Evacuate all my Janissaries,” ordered Tawfiq. “The humans have taken the bait. They are committed now.”

“Redeploying all troops in the Africa, South Asia, and Australian sectors to deep bunkers. Supreme Commander, do you wish me to save some of the Faithful?”

Tawfiq closed her eyes and breathed in her sense of importance. To think she, the Primogenitor of the Janissaries and creator of the Hardit Empire, was once a low-ranked technician who had marshaled human auxiliary slaves in the tunnels of a Human Marine Corps base.

Not anymore. Even with her Janissaries safely in their bunkers – safe from the humans anyway, if not their cursed Trog allies – that left over four million human Faithful defending the Great Rift Valley Line for their supreme commander. They may be mere humans, ragged, starving, and almost out of ammunition, but even so… millions… She tried to comprehend the number of lives that depended on her next words, but of course it was impossible. She had moved beyond the scale of mere mortals.

“No, Kiflun. I intend to use their deaths as a psychological weapon aimed at my deadliest enemy. Order them to make themselves visible to the enemy. I want the Legion commanders to know their number before they order their deaths.”

“I obey and implement, Supreme Commander.”

“It is a shame that I must permit the Legion this flicker of hope. Are you certain our orbital attack will come too late?”

Kiflun cowered before her mistress, judging the safest way to answer. “Blessed One, I agree that the Legion will strike as you predict, but I cannot be certain when. Given the haste of their evacuation of the citizens, I estimate the strike will be launched within an hour. Our attack will hit in a little over two hours. Something has panicked the human naval commander. She has moved faster than we expected.”

“Very well.” She stood and watched Kiflun sink to her knees. “I understand the concept of uncertainty, Kiflun,” she told her errant servant. “Do not make the error of offering a patronizing answer again. Another shall pay for your insolence this time. This time.”

“Supreme Commander?” queried the groveling aide. “You wish me to summon your pet, Romulus?”

“My pet? Yes, I suppose that’s what the human is. And like a nice dog, he will sit at his mistress’s feet and together we will watch the show.”



—  Chapter 52  —

“Admiral, I protest. Shock Strike Delta is under my command. It is I who should order the strike.”

“Noted,” Indiya replied to her most senior Gliesan officer. “But regrettably I overrule. Politics, my friend. Better that a human be seen to order the strike than an alien.”

“But, Admiral, we don’t regard you as a Homo sapiens human. You have long since transcended that description in our eyes.”

Indiya sighed. Aureanus was one of the Legion’s most experienced naval commanders, but he was a Gliesan. He had meant his words as a powerful complement, but their naiveite only emphasized the correctness of her decision.

“The people of Earth are less progressive than us,” she explained. “They do not understand the true meaning of the Human Legion. Don’t forget they have suffered decades of alien occupation. Besides…” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “It has become my burden to bear responsibility for the blood cost of our campaign. That has not changed. Strike Captain Danin-Franz, are you ready?”

“Yes, Admiral.”

“Then I order you to fire.”

The six boats of Shock Strike Delta Flight fired their first volley of missiles. Less than a minute later, with the firing tubes reloaded, they launched their second and final salvo before accelerating hard to escape Earth orbit.

Their ordnance went by the name of Planet Busters. However, they were not intended to destroy planets, a task accomplished far more easily by throwing broken up moons and asteroids down the gravity well. The enormous missiles, almost a klick long, were scalpels in comparison to the rock-throwing option, designed to surgically reshape planets below rather than destroy them. Although anyone caught within its area of effect would hardly use the word surgical.

The New Order had selected the Great Rift Valley as a natural bastion with which to anchor their defensive line, and it had proved a formidable obstacle indeed.

The Legion advance had stalled. Against the millions of defenders in their well-fortified positions and huge arsenals, the Legion liberation had not only lost momentum but was taking horrific losses as it butted its horns against this defensive line.

Indiya could not permit such a delay to the invasion. And with the imminent threat of a Hardit counter-attack from space, the orbital strike had to go in now while near-Earth space still belonged to the Legion.

Half of the first wave of missiles reached their targets deep underground, triggering earthquakes along the tectonic fault lines on which the rift was based.

The great lakes that had filled the fault line depression shuddered with the angry twitching of the deep Earth. Mini-tsunamis washed up against the steep mountain sides that bounded the lakes, ripping away trees and soil to expose naked rock.

With any luck, the power of the waves would also scour the interior of these inner walls of the New Order bastion, and flood much of the enormous tunnel network that spread through the mountain roots.

The other half of the first missile salvo tunneled itself even deeper underground, burrowing beneath the mountains that separated the eastern lip of Lake Tanganyika from Lake Rukwa. Titanic thermonuclear explosions melted the bedrock.

The mountains began to sink.

Then the second wave hit and, seen from space, the results really did look like a surgical strike. Legion geologists had been prepping options for orbital strikes since before moving in system and had worked on this one for months.

The effect was to breach the mountain wall to the east of Lake Tanganyika, and cut a channel to carry the flow east to the sea.

Looking down from space, it looked like a scalpel’s incision through the eastern lip. It was barely visible, but it was all they needed.

Lake Tanganyika was deep. Colossally deep. Big enough to contain 4,500 cubic miles of water – 14% of the planet’s freshwater – in just one lake. The water’s oxygen content long since leached away, the lower layers of the lake had lain lifeless and still for millions of years, but now the searing touch of the molten rock flashed it into furious life. A steam explosion charged out of the breach, tearing the gap wider as it went, and deepening the groove carved by the missiles to the east into a water channel that flooded out through Lake Rukwa and crashed beyond.

Aboard Holy Retribution, cameras showed the great lake partially draining to the east. The reality on the ground was a little more brutal. A mega flood erupted like a deafening scourge of divine punishment. It obliterated Hardit and human constructs with equal contempt, sweeping everything before it on its path to the Indian Ocean and beyond.

As reports streamed in, Indiya made herself watch the path of destruction on the planet below.

The wavefront was about to hit the island called Madagascar when her attention was pulled away to consider fresh news. Tawfiq’s own counter-attack was itself flooding into Earth orbit in an ironically timed parallel, an unstoppable flow of corrosive material eating through everything in its path. Orbital platforms, spacecraft, satellites: nothing was resistant.

She began to shake, the horror finally proving too much. Despite the evacuations, Indiya knew she had ordered the destruction of countless civilian lives as well as millions of combatants, but all she had achieved was to drain the lake.

Tawfiq was isolating the Earth from the rest of the galaxy forever.

And when the New Order leader had finished, Aelingir, Arun, and the three million surviving soldiers of the invasion force would be cut off.

Just where Tawfiq wanted them.



—  Chapter 53  —

“We are like a human family,” said Tawfiq, enjoying enormously her full release of dominance scent, even though it was wasted on the other two occupants in her command bunker, who watched with her as the events played out on the holo-tank but lacked the ability to appreciate the scent sub-channels.

Was that a tickle in her mind? Amusement?

She twisted around, to glare at the Hummer who stood silent as ever in its life support tank at the back of her command bunker.

There was no doubting it; the stream of bubbles running through the creature’s biomass had grown larger and faster.

Tawfiq pushed the Hummer from her mind. It had been unsure of itself recently, that was all. First it had talked of being blocked, and now came the inexplicable complaint that it couldn’t see the future because the Hummers were being dragged into the deep past.

This worried her, but it was tomorrow’s problem. Today she would slake her need for victory; for what was the point of crushing your enemies if you could not savor your triumph? Thinking of which… 

She gave a sharp kick to the kidneys, her preferred way of communicating with the third occupant of the bunker.

The big human looked up at her with a frown, almost a glimmer of rebellion. But his demeanor lifted when she gestured with her empty flask.

He took it and shuffled with hobbled feet over to the kitchen annex to refill the vessel with tarngrip tea.

The beauty of his servitude was that the Blood Virus report on her datapad had confirmed that Romulus was pleased by this menial duty, because it was the only time he was permitted within the bunker to rise to his feet.

The most delicious aspect was that he knew she could read his pathetic happiness at being permitted to stand. She had tortured many of her enemies physically, extending their deaths across months of agony, but with Romulus she had experimented with new and exquisite forms of torture.

What pleasure could she mine from Arun McEwan if he were caught alive? There was so much she had learned from humiliating Romulus that she longed to apply to McEwan. Even better if he were captured along with one of his mates. Not Xin Lee, unfortunately. The only human whose cunning compared to Tawfiq’s own had long disappeared, the Blood Virus infections amongst her entire faction shutting down simultaneously. Was that by Xin Lee’s design, or had the fleet been wiped out in a single moment? The question occasionally troubled Tawfiq.

But not today. Today was a victory day, she reminded herself.

Romulus returned, proffering her refilled flask with outstretched arms and his head bowed.

She made him wait in position while she concluded her line of reasoning. McEwan had been observed speaking intimately with a female aide, a primitive with colored scales called Lissa. Standing orders had been issued that all efforts must be made to capture Lissa alive with McEwan.

“Did your heart ache when you saw your Legion’s callous draining of the lake?” Tawfiq asked of Romulus when she deigned to relieve him of the flask. “You’ve just seen the images. You don’t need to hear the reports of my commanders to know that millions of Faithful died in your Legion’s destructive attack. And civilians died too. How many bystanders did the mega flood smear away before it reached the ocean? Ten thousand? Twenty? And now the wave of destruction passes over islands and threatens other coasts. How does that make you feel? Answer me!”

“I do not care about the Faithful. They were never truly allowed to live. The civilians of course are always regrettable. And the wildlife too, but I can hardly blame the Legion commanders when whatever misery they caused is a fraction of what you have already inflicted and will continue to inflict if you aren’t ousted.”

Ousted. She flinched. An unfortunate choice of words because she’d unearthed dark rumors of her comrades plotting to oust her. It was yet another battle for another day, but one that would come very soon. Her loyal army was growing fast now, beneath the White House in galleries sunk deep into this planet. Over two million waited for her, waiting for the day they would be full grown, and their food, clothing, weapons and other supplies would be in place. The imprinting was only a few weeks away now. Then she would be unassailable, her assent to goddesshood assured.

Romulus – her little pet – cowered in terror, misinterpreting her musings as a sign of displeasure, when he had, in fact, spoken only truthfully and without reticence, as she had ordered him to do at all times.

With her tail, she indicated the patch of straw on the floor. “Sit down, my friend,” she invited the human. “There is more to see. Watch! Enjoy! Learn!”

The holo-tank had already shown the spread of her corrosion shield. The purple-haired human leading the enemy navy had somehow learned of what was coming and withdrawn her fleet, spoiling the progress of destruction Tawfiq had hoped for. She had settled for watching the fatal corruption of the captured orbital defense stations and of many, though minor, orbiting objects – some of them providing feeds ultimately employed by the holo-tank’s display of Earth and its orbit. The image flickered and grew darker patches as real-time data from the dying orbital objects was replaced by machine interpolation.

“You see this, Romulus? This is the fruit of the human labor battalions, toiling loyally in the asteroid belt for so many years and despite so many hazards. It is the greatest creation of Hardit science combined with your people’s brute work and willingness to suffer and die for their betters. It is a shell around the entire planet, a protective barrier. I was inspired by the shield the White Knights erected around their moon. But we are Hardits. This is not a mere moon we shield, but an entire planet.”

Tawfiq glanced at her Blood Virus report, but the human was fighting to avoid showing a reaction. “The shell is permanent,” she continued. “Impenetrable. No missile, ship, nor Marine can penetrate the corrosion shell. We are completely secure. And while it is a shame that so many of your naval forces escaped destruction, their respite will not last long. Reinforcements are on their way. But for your Legion forces trapped underneath the shell… their deaths will be far swifter.”

It was Tawfiq’s turn to hide her reaction because the human remained calm. Did his heart still harbor hope in defiance of all logic? Even now?

She ground her jaws noisily. Impossible! The human was simply too stunned to absorb the enormity of Tawfiq’s victory, his mind too empty. At the imprinting ceremony for her new army, she decided she would execute him, a decision that spurred her on to wring the last drops of amusement from the pitiful wretch.

“Speak!” she ordered. “Explain your thoughts.”

“You have created an impenetrable defensive shell,” drawled the human. “The Legion cannot enter from without and cannot escape from within. Am I correct?”

“You are.”

“You do not act as if you yourself are trapped. A lack of foresight is not one of your weaknesses, Supreme Commander. Therefore you must possess a means of passing through or around the barrier.”

She discovered her tail was flicking in agitation and stilled the offending organ. If this wreck of a human came to that realization instantly, so would the Legion. And although her victory appeared total, there had been occasions when the Legion had proved inventive…

“Supreme Commander,” came General Dine-Alegg’s voice over the command channel, “permission to proceed?”

“Granted.”

“You are amusingly perceptive,” Tawfiq told the human. “Watch.”

The first indication of her fight to reclaim orbital control was subtly revealed in the holo-tank. Dark areas of the display lightened, and the movement of the spinning globe smoothed from jerky assumptions back to real-time data as the sensor network fired into orbit from her de-cloaking reserves established itself.

“See what a clever man you are?” Tawfiq taunted. “My forces are immune to the effects of the corrosion. Is it a hull coating or a new alloy? Perhaps we broadcast a secret signal?” She growled. “It is nothing so simple. It is a secret your Legion techs will never discover.”

The new orbital network’s primary intent was the identification and prioritization of ground targets, specifically surface-to-space defenses, including powerful hellspewers the Legion scum had captured from her own Janissaries. The Legion’s ground-based missiles and projectiles were now worthless against space targets – their projectiles as vulnerable to the corrosion barrier as everything else – but the hellspewers remained deadly.

Already, lances of lilac-tinged energy reached up from Legion strongholds to swipe away the new orbital platforms before many of them were fully operational. But some did strike back, hurling missiles and beam weapons at the enemy’s hellspewers.

The New Order’s platforms were nearly all wiped out.

No matter.

The second wave was already launching for orbit.

By the time the third wave of platforms was coming online, the return fire from the surviving Legion forces on the ground had fallen silent.

Romulus too was quiet. In his past, he had experienced the tides of war turn one way and then the next. He still believed the tide could turn in the Legion’s favor. Tawfiq let out pleasure scent that was lost on the human, so she blew along her lips in a way he would interpret as amusement.

Now she sensed him doubt.

“The Rift Valley defenses were a lure, of course,” she explained to her human pet. “Designed to occupy their attention so they wouldn’t disrupt my orbital counterstrike hidden within my fake Trojans. But I also wanted your forces concentrated so I could do this…”

The latest wave of fast-launch platforms was more specialized; they were low-orbit nuclear bombers.

Moment by moment as the bombs rained down upon the regions of this world most stained by the presence of McEwan’s Legionaries, Romulus twisted further into himself.

And when the orbital cameras showed the first flashes bloom along the Mediterranean coasts, Romulus flinched.

“Do not trouble yourself, Governor. I am merciful in my destruction. It’s a sharp shock of radiation, mostly gamma radiation from which our deep underground tunnels are particularly well shielded. Gamma blasts also minimize the radiation fallout. We wouldn’t want the rainwater draining down to underground reservoirs to bring radioactive hazards. No, I have implemented a sharp flash scouring of the surface.”

The bombs rained down for ten minutes. And when they had completed their deadly work, nothing was left alive on the surface. Around the Mediterranean and down the east coast of Africa: nothing.

“My military victory on this world is almost complete,” she announced. “Now it is the turn of the civilians.”

“Why?” the human wailed. “They are no threat to you.”

This was more like it. This was why she had summoned him to witness these events with her.

“Why? Dear, Romulus. Because I can.”

The first salvo of missiles stuck cities that had been evacuated by New Order personnel for this purpose. But not by their civilians. Rome burned in fire. Moments later, so too did Jerusalem and Jakarta.

Hardened spy bots showed the destruction, the cities leveled and their inhabitants turned to ash, before the bots succumbed to the fire themselves. But Tawfiq wasn’t really paying attention. She was watching Romulus.

The next wave of attacks was more tightly focused. Stonehenge was turned into a smoking crater. The Taj Mahal was shattered into a heap of rubble. Similar strikes destroyed Machu Picchu, the Forbidden City, the Statue of Liberty, Notre Dame Cathedral, and other sources of pride for humanity across this wretched planet that now bored Tawfiq.

“All those people,” Romulus whispered. “All that…”

He couldn’t speak the words, but the Blood Virus guessed his line of thought.

“All that history?” she suggested, and she could tell she was on the right lines. “My friend, Romulus, that’s the point. That’s why I made that last strike. Your species has little left to it but history – the many memories of the time when you humans dared to dream a bright future. I shall exterminate you all soon – but first I shall take away your past.”

I’ll kill you! The Blood Virus system interpreted the thoughts in Romulus’s head. He was silently daring to form unflattering descriptions of herself and her species too.

She knew his defiance was important to keep him sane for the brief time remaining to him, but his thoughts of rebellion were nonetheless unacceptable in her moment of triumph.

“Leave me!”

“Yes, Blessed One.” Romulus bowed deeply and shuffled away.

She watched his retreat with her tail down. He had been enormously entertaining, even useful at times. But her mind was made up; it was almost time for Romulus to die.



  —— PART V ——


  ESCAPE VELOCITY


—  Chapter 54  —

“Reducing airspeed for fly past,” announced the pilot. “You two vermin don’t so much as breathe unless I order you, and you sure as hell are not weapons free.”

“We understand,” said Auxiliary Mar from her position at the starboard gun blister. Before the accursed humans invaded, she had been proud to call herself Gunner Wokmar, of the hellspewers. Now she’d had half her name stripped away for the shame of surviving the enemy’s invasion of Africa. No task was too pointless, dirty, or dangerous to give to the squadron’s two new auxiliaries.

“Standing by,” added Sho from the other gun blister.

As Mar rubbed at the lesions on her jaw – the result of radiation these sores; not beatings – and tried not to look down at the river they were following along its snaking path through the ruined human city, she marveled at her friend’s stoicism and tried to draw inspiration from it. The pilot was a deranged imbecile flying them into a pointless encounter with death, but auxiliaries were not supposed to notice such things. Aircraft crews were all rabidly insane, driven to ever more extreme fantasies of invincibility by the drugs that allowed Hardits to fly through vacuum and air when every instinct screamed at them to bury themselves beneath the ground in stone-shrouded tunnels as nature intended.

Mar tried to merge herself into Sho’s scent, which touched her gently from the other side of the Drakhnix-Lho reconnaissance craft. Sho never complained – never allowed her superiors to smell her resentment. But Mar could. Was that because she’d grown more perceptive, or because after her collapse in status she allowed herself to see Sho as she truly was?

The Drakhnix-Lho had descended into the atmosphere from Scourge 37, one of the many new fast-build orbital platforms hovering high above the ever-shrinking European pocket into which the surviving Legion forces had been chased. The enemy cowered, sensibly, underground, forced to confront the New Order in their natural fighting environment of tunnels and dank underground galleries. But as the New Order had learned during their long years on this dismal planet, the humans were too stupid to know when they were beaten; occasionally they made furious bursts of activity up on the surface, and someone had to keep an eye on them. Since the searing radiation glow of the blasted continent rendered orbital observation impossible, that meant sending craft such as the Drakhnix-Lho down to eyeball what the enemy was up to – aircraft whose half dozen or so crew members were either too addled by long-term exposure to anti-agoraphobia drugs to entrust to combat missions or were auxiliaries of no worth.

Basically, they were a suicide crew.

However, there was a difference, thought Mar, between accepting risks and deliberately hunting them out. The pilot (who would not allow her name to be sullied by revealing it to a mere auxiliary) was following the course of the river that meandered like a coiled spring. Despite the tight turns that threw Mar against her harness, the pilot’s deeply ingrained instincts would be drawing a subtle comfort from following such a clearly defined channel through this featureless sea of radioactive rubble. Only a few weeks ago, this had been an ancient city called London.

But Mar had trained and once fought as an aerial defense gunner, and her instincts were very different. Aircraft that followed a predictable pattern were a gift from the gods to a hellspewer gunner.

“You two cowards passed out from fear yet?” asked the co-pilot.

“No, superior one,” answered both Sho and Mar.

“Good. It’s important you hold your anxiety within. If the fear is so great that you piss or shit yourself, then you will both lick your posts clean from outer bubble to deck, making sure to get your tongues around every nook in the gun block and suck every last residue of your foul presence out of the harness straps.”

“I acknowledge, Co-pilot.”

Their superior laughed. “Relax, vermin. I’ve flown a dozen missions over Europe. Even when the enemy was fresh and well-supplied, they could not see through our cloaking. And now we have reduced them to a rabble of dogs against which even you two worthless ticks shine like gods burnished with fire. To be certain our craft will not be damaged needlessly, we’re flying low under what sensors they have, and slow enough over the water that any ripples we cause will be masked by the choppiness whipped up naturally by the wind.”

Going slow sounded almost identical to making yourself an easy target, but Mar said nothing and watched the city for threats.

London had been irradiated by missiles from America, and then shelled into oblivion once the theater artillery brigade had established positions in southern Spain. The endless blanket of gray and white powder made the city seem almost uniform in its lack of features, but here and there, the bones of tall buildings projected from the rubble like the skeletal fingers of corpses.

The tactical HUD built into the gun bubble insisted that nothing else was in the air. Not even birds. Mar switched half the display to show the main feed from the sensor officer. Now she could see what the humans and their worthless allies were up to on the surface.

It was curious to see which of the city’s structures had survived and which leveled, but none of the surviving remnants was stranger than the structure they were now approaching. An ancient stone fortification stood guard by the river, and a tap at the display for additional information revealed that this castle had stood there for nearly two thousand years. Half-buried under a ragged assembly of metal and upturned vehicles, and surrounded by Legion anti-air defenses (please let the Pilot be right that their stealthing would hold), the stone walls of a rectangular interior citadel still stood, with cylindrical towers at each corner like booster rockets.

Her heart leapt – booster rockets…!

This ancient structure, which her display labeled the Tower of London, was a gantry about which the Legion was constructing a bizarre space vehicle with which to contact their space fleet.

The hull consisted of concentric layers of military junk that looked like… like primitive compound armor. Most bizarre of all was the empty space at the center of the contraption, as if they’d constructed the outer shell but forgotten the main crew, avionics, and engine sections.

That empty space… the Drakhnix-Lho would fit that hole perfectly…

“Pilot! It’s a trap!”

The hatch to the Drakhnix’s interior thudded shut. Locking bolts slammed into their armored slots. Mar was trapped in a small blister on the outside of a blast door. Even if she survived the encounter with the Legion, the blister didn’t have an independent air supply. After the air ran out, she could secure the helmet to her suit and survive another hour with the suit’s supply. If the pilot was merely toying with her, she might open the door if Mar groveled in a sufficiently amusing way.

“Pilot…” Mar began but gave up. The pilot had probably shut her up by disconnecting her radio transmitter. Even if she hadn’t, Mar had abased herself so low that she couldn’t lower herself further. She would rather die.

The pilot’s voice came over the radio. “Sensor officer, report.”

“Full spectrum images taken. I have all I need.”

“Good,” said the pilot as calmly as if enjoying a vacation at a warm, underground spa. “Come around. Hold on tight everyone. I’m going to bring our bird around sharply and line up with the river again because even with our cloaking, I don’t fancy our chances flying directly over that castle site. Bombardier, I want two fusion bombs in the water next to the castle. Thirty-second fuses.”

Through the HUD, Mar saw they were hurtling toward three stone towers standing in the river like stone sentinels, the bridge they had once supported having collapsed into the river. The pilot lined up against the middle tower, jinked right and flew between the two taller pillars.

As soon as they passed through, Mar knew something was wrong. But what was it? A flicker of movement caught her eye, and through the transparent material of the gunnery bubble, she saw flimsy transparent material flapping in the wind behind them. It had been stretched between the towers of the bridge and they’d flown right through it.

She saw the ripped material… and if she could see it… Mar drew a deep breath and prepared to scream a warning so loudly that they would hear it inside the ship.

The pilot beat her to it. “We’ve been seen,” she announced.

Detection alarm scents unleashed their foul stench even in the gunnery blister.

“Grab hold of your stomachs,” the pilot warned her crew and then brought a lurch to Mar’s guts as the aircraft’s nose pulled up sharply.

Through an aft camera view, Mar saw the false façade of the bridge being pulled away to reveal the waiting Fermi cannons which flickered and pulsed at the aircraft.

The engine silenced. The hum and rattle of atmospheric flight gave way to a serene sense of floating.

If the Legion had deployed GX-cannon, then Mar and everything around her would have been shredded in seconds. And if the Fermi beams had been given free rein, they would have blown every last piece of electronics to a fiery hell, but they hadn’t. The Legion wanted to disable their craft, not destroy it. They wanted to use it for their own devious purpose.

“Total systems failure,” said the pilot. Her voice came to Mar through her helmet speaker, not the speaker set into the blister.

For a stretched moment, the aircraft seemed to refuse to accept its death, continuing its ascent even without power.

“I can’t open the hatches,” shouted the co-pilot.

“Remind me to explain the meaning of total systems failure,” sneered the pilot.

It was only a slight flip in her stomach, but Mar could feel the miniscule instant of freefall… and then the river rose up to claim them.

Everything happened very quickly. The Drakhnix-Lho’s tail slammed into the waves and bounced off the water, ramming the nose into the river like a heel dug into soft ground.

In her bubble on the outside of the craft, Mar tried to roll with the impacts and concentrate on the one thing she could do to survive: attach her helmet and get ready to break out.

While the aircraft pinwheeled along the water’s surface, Mar sealed her suit and switched on her helmet lights.

Just in time. The Drakhnix came to rest on her back, and Mar was trapped in a murky underwater hell of debris, mud, and rotting corpses of buildings, vehicles, and animals – most of them human.

Mar was determined she wasn’t going to join them.

After releasing her harness, she stretched up to the overhead and pulled down on both blister release handles. She heard a dull hiss that didn’t sound right. Normally she performed this operation in space, releasing the blister bubble to allow ammunition resupply while linked to a supply platform via a pressurized umbilical. Nothing happened. Did she need someone on the outside to initiate the blister release?

No, she told herself. Must have been the water pressure holding in the bubble because when she kicked at the blister, it fell gracefully away, the air quickly displaced by a frothing flood of dirty water.

Just in time, Mar remembered to grab the carbine and antipersonnel equipment belt from under her seat before pushing off and following the bubble into the water.

The three beams of light from her helmet pierced the watery darkness, throwing out cylinders of illumination through which bubbles and dirt motes swam randomly before disappearing into the murk.

She couldn’t make out a thing! The damned lights were worse than useless, so she switched them off. Made her a target anyway.

Mar reached behind for the downed aircraft, but there was nothing there! She waved her hands pathetically, thrashing around in a desperate search of solidity in this alien environment, her helmet flooded with the sounds of her own panic. Then her tail found the solid presence of the fuselage and her nerves calmed.

You’re a Janissary, she reminded herself. Of the hellspewers. Not a mewling human.

With her eyes now adjusting rapidly to the gloom, she groped around the top of the aircraft, seeking Sho’s position. They’d survived the campaign so far. May as well see it out together.

As she crested the top of the fuselage, a whining noise made her look out into the river. Something small was darting through the water, very fast.

She could see them now, boring channels through the water as her helmet lights had so recently, but they weren’t shafts of illumination. Had she encountered a native Earth lifeform? Was it predatory?

More cylinders reached toward her like searching fingers, whistling as they passed her and pinging against the fuselage.

Bullets!

She traced the bullet trails back to their source and saw that she was indeed pursued by predatory Earth lifeforms; the most dangerous of all. A squad of armored Marines was advancing to claim the downed aircraft, humans led by a six-limbed Jotun.

The Marines were dangerous, but their appearance calmed her. She was a Janissary, a soldier of the New Order, and she had been built for this. Literally.

She pushed off the fuselage and threw a smoke bomb behind her. It wasn’t primarily an explosive device – but she nonetheless emptied her lungs as best she could and spread her limbs and tail wide in readiness to ride the blast wave.

A flicker of intense light revealed the underwater landscape in ghastly sharp details. The Drakhnix-Lho was slowly sinking into a maze of upturned building girders, and silt-blanketed vehicles. And everywhere bodies… so many bodies looking up at her in accusation through milky eyes. Had they dived into the water to escape the nuclear fire of the artillery bombardment that had killed London?

Then the light went out and she was spared the sight. Behind her, the grenade was spewing out thick clouds of opaque pigments, mixed in with false heat and radar targets. The pressure wave reached her, and she rode it to the far side of the aircraft and Sho.

The two survivors of the hellspewer battery slammed into each other in the water, the presence of an ally making Mar tremble in relief.

“We need to cover our comrades’ egress,” said Sho over the helmet radio, firing her carbine into the smoke.

What comrades? Mar bit back on the replies that came to mind. All her comrades but Sho were dead. The arrogant piss-stains inside the aircraft were no more her comrades than the humans. But as Mar added her fire in the direction she guessed the Legion Marines might be, she said nothing. Some fates were worse than death and allowing disloyal ideas out of your mouth was a surefire way to reach the worst.

The smoke was clearing now. Mar readied a directional flechette grenade to launch at the Marines but doubted it would penetrate their armor.

Where were they?

Fear penetrated her suit and stabbed her heart because she was so damned vulnerable. The enemy suits were heavy but were designed to maneuver underwater. Mar’s pressure suit was designed to keep her alive in a vacuum; nothing more. Every movement she made was slow and utterly predictable. And there was no cover.

Suddenly an intense light from below robbed her ability to look into the gloom. Instinctively, she moved – though that amounted to no more than a clumsy paddle through the water. The light was from a flare, and it was coming from just outside Sho’s open gunnery blister.

“What are you waiting for?” growled the pilot. “Cover our exit.”

How? Without knowing the enemy’s position, all Mar would accomplish was to advertise her location so the enemy would concentrate their fire on a worthless auxiliary, but the impulse to obey was stronger than self-preservation. She fired in random directions as first the bombardier emerged, carbine pointing out into the gloom, followed by the co-pilot. Neither of them was firing. They kicked their legs and swam away from the fading flare and the aircraft as fast as they could.

Lights appeared in the water, an ethereal blue glow like watching eyes. The sight was strangely beautiful yet sent a deadly chill up Mar’s tail, because she knew precisely what was generating them – the horrifying needles that the Legion Marines spun into a blur at the ends of their carbines. The glowing needles that churned fur, skin, and bone into red paste.

Fighting back the terror, Mar made herself sniff out the goodness in the situation – finally, she had a target!

Mar lined up the shot, but Sho slapped the carbine’s barrel away from the lights and waved her tail in negation. Duty and reason warred within Mar. She couldn’t run… couldn’t abandon the crew even if maybe the pilot had intended to murder her. But they could not hope to survive a fight with Legion Marines. Underwater, it was doubtful their weapons could ever penetrate the enemy’s armor, and they were about as agile as a lump of lead.

It was only when a line of grenades thrown by the crew made Mar’s head ring that she accepted their crewmates were as good as dead. None of the blue lights so much as faltered at the grenade attack. They relentlessly closed in on Sho’s blister, and the crew fired back with everything they had… to no effect.

Mar and Sho swam for their lives, ignoring the brief screams as the needles turned the river red.

——

Mar flopped, exhausted and dripping with fetid water, out of the ventilation shaft and into the dryness of the ceramic-lined tunnel.

Sho was already through, using her helmet lights to examine the human writing on the wall.

“London Hypertube,” said the former infantry officer. “Tower Gate Station. Wokmar, this is the underground mass transit system. It’ll be heavily shielded from EM pulses and radiation. It’s our safest bet. We’ll hide out there.”

“Desert? No, that would be madness.”

“Would it? Twice now we have survived when our betters all died. That is not a good record. Our executions would not be gentle affairs.”

The gunner auxiliary was right and the knowledge that they had run out of alternate strategies had a strangely calming effect. Mar felt propelled on a wave of cool logic down the narrow tunnel of the only choice that remained. “Very well, we shall become outlaws. Let us seize this opportunity to survive today. Tomorrow’s challenges can look after themselves.”

Sho gave a nod of appreciation. “You speak well, Wokmar.”

Wokmar. To hear her full name once more… A little strength returned to the gunner’s limbs. With that brief sound through her throat, Sho had handed Wokmar her life back. No matter that they were hiding like rats in these hypertube tunnels, she was whole once more. Her elation stuttered when a thought struck for the first time.

“Sho, your name… do you have a missing syllable too?”

“My correct name is Shocles Phane-Elphix.”

“And it is true… that you were an officer?”

“I commanded an infantry brigade, but one day I was insufficiently careful in concealing my contempt for Tawfiq.”

Sho the auxiliary scum… Wokmar recalled the way she had treated her inferior, when all the time the gun team’s auxiliary was rightfully a brigadier.

“I’m sorry.”

“No, Wokmar. Such thoughts are not helpful. For now, call me only Shocles. Rank no longer carries meaning to us. We are equals and we must cooperate if we are to survive. Agreed?”

“Very well, Shocles.” She took a deep breath, but it didn’t calm her. “I agree these tunnels are an excellent place to keep us safe, but others will have come to the same conclusion. If they are human, then our noses will smell them long before they see us. Nonetheless, we must be cautious.”

“Are you scared, Wokmar?”

“I wish I were, but I’m too exhausted. Let us survive for today, Shocles. Do not overload me with your analysis and questions. You are not my officer.”

“Well said.” Shocles slapped her tail against Wokmar’s.

Careful to make as little sound as they could, they advanced into the hypertube station, sniffing for danger with every step.



—  Chapter 55  —

“How did the gremlins’ tests go?”

Indiya’s heart froze another degree colder on its way down to absolute zero. Arun’s words were neutral enough, but the absence of hope behind them rang clear as a bell, even across the entangled comm link connecting her cabin on the flagship orbiting Mars to her friend trapped beneath the Earth in the ever-shrinking European pocket.

She needed Arun’s hope desperately. Without it, she couldn’t function.

“Indiya? Do you copy?”

“Sorry… the tests. They failed. The New Order barrier is wreaking havoc with our comms and sensors, but we can see they have been launching crude orbital defense platforms at an astonishing rate. They’ve already forced our vessels back to the safety of Luna orbit and could have blasted our test probes to atoms but chose not to. They wanted us to know our tests would fail.”

“Typical of Tawfiq,” said Arun, and bizarrely a glimmer of hope was once again behind his words. “She doesn’t just want to win, she wants to enjoy humiliating her enemies. And that is her perpetual weakness. We might have proven one way through the barrier didn’t work, but we did gain data from the experiment. Right?”

A tear bulged at the corner of Indiya’s eye, quickly ballooning in the micro-gravity until she could no longer see. Tawfiq was predictable but so too was Arun. The essential implication of the test failure was that his insanely dangerous idea of punching a downed New Order craft through the barrier to waiting Legion ships was the best option they had. In a few hours, Arun would take the jury-rigged craft up through the gauntlet of Tawfiq’s orbital defenses, and he would do so because the Legion was desperate. But Arun didn’t see that. He saw only that Tawfiq had made a mistake – that they had won some useless fragments of data. Even after the war had ground away so much of his body and his spirit, his love of risk taking and his psychotic levels of optimism could still occasionally bubble to the surface, as if Arun McEwan were still a boy at crèche.

“Indiya, do I have to worry about you?” he admonished. “I know this shuttle idea is dangerous, but I’ve clutched at slimmer chances before now, and I’m still alive. Remember that.”

“That’s true enough. Looks like the Goddess so doesn’t want you annoying her in the afterlife that she’s tilting fate in your favor as long as possible.”

“Don’t go all Littorane on me, Purple Hair. Did we get data or not?”

“A little. Our Khallene gremlins are excited. Nothing practical that will help you get through the barrier, but they are convinced the technology behind the barrier is not Hardit in origin. They say the technology signature is completely different.”

“Which tells us what? That Tawfiq’s using tech stolen from a civilization she’s captured and enslaved? If we know which one, we can find the counter. Tawfiq has just deployed mass-produced platforms inside the barrier. The vessel we captured is about the size of a small pinnace and we can’t find a coating sheath or point to any component on board that we wouldn’t expect to find. It must be a simple solution, we just don’t know what it is. Find it!”

“We’ve looked. The Jotuns, gremlins, the Night Hummers – I even made a plea to the White Knight Emperor.”

“You did what?”

“We are theoretically doing his bidding in liberating Earth.”

“I don’t want that evil, scheming veck knowing we’re in such a tight spot.”

“Arun, we beat the Emperor, but he remains powerful. If he doesn’t know our plight yet, then he soon will. Those imperial recon ships he sent after us… I’m not convinced we really did shake them off. In any case, I think I got him worried. He loathes and fears us, but that’s nothing compared to how he feels about Tawfiq. He promised to put his best tech slaves onto this but so far has provided nothing. If the gremlins are right, then maybe Tawfiq has discovered something new: a civilization we know nothing about.”

“Or uncovered something old. The Night Hummers have been secreting assets for us since the days when humans fought with spears and arrows. We sent Nhlappo back to Tranquility-4 to revive the Sleeping Legion, but who can tell what else has lain buried out of sight of the White Knights?”

Hood pinged her with a comm request, even though she’d set her node to do not interrupt. The flag-lieutenant wouldn’t intrude without good reason.

“What is it?” she snapped via thought-to-speech, while simultaneously using her voice to tell Arun to standby.

“Admiral, we’re seeing an incoming fleet bound for Earth. It’s heavily stealthed and running cold but the sensor teams insist something’s coming. It’s twelve degrees above the Ecliptic and out from the Sun at approximately the distance of Neptune’s orbit.”

“Mader Zagh. Not now! What am I saying? Idiot! But of course, now. Tawfiq prepared for this just as she had all those orbital platforms in reserve. Hold on.”

“Arun, I’ll have to get back to you. Make sure you remain contactable through the FTL comm link.”

“It’s all right, Indiya. We don’t need to say goodbye. I’ll be with you before you know it, getting under your feet as ever.”

“You will make time for me, Arun, and we will talk later. Indiya out.”

To Hood she said, “New Order SOP is to time simultaneous stealth attacks. There will be other inbound columns we haven’t seen yet. I want to know where they are.”

“The gremlins would disagree, they say the technology signature of the unidentified fleet is non-Hardit. How they can tell anything from stealthed negative space is beyond me, but they’re saying whatever is inbound is connected with the New Order barrier around Earth.”

“Are they saying this isn’t the Hardits? Are you asking me to trust the gut instinct of a race so alien that they first manifested themselves to the Legion in the form of a cup of water?”

“I’m performing your role as your senior duty flag officer, Fleet Admiral.”

Indiya bit her lip. She was snapping at her subordinates more every day.

“There’s more too,” added Hood, “if you wish to hear it.”

Ouch! That stung. “I apologize. Go ahead, Hood.”

“There’s a nearby Littorane squadron on patrol from the Neptune base at Triton that includes a Songstress-class sensor ship. Unlike the Khallenes, Commodore Scalahal says his Songstress is reporting traces of Legion signatures with these hidden ships. This is highly preliminary. Scalahal has ordered his squadron to give every indication that they have not detected the unidentified fleet.”

“Legion…? This could be Lee Xin and her traitor fleet? Scalahal did well to not reveal we can detect them. That might prove crucial. Send patrols to seek out any other incoming fleets, bend every sensor’s ear to the one we have seen so far without giving away that we have detected them. Signal the Mars fleets to prepare to execute Case Amber 21B. The demonstration against Earth and the rescue mission for General McEwan’s team will go ahead as planned.”

“Understood. Executing now.”

“Ready the senior command team for a virtual conference in ten minutes. Until then, leave me to consider my response… unless you have further updates.”

“Aye, Admiral.”

“Good. And Flag-Lieutenant…”

“Yes, Admiral?”

“You have my full confidence.”

“I know, and you mine. Hood out.”

Indiya took a deep breath and closed her eyes so she could wrap the full extent of her powerful mind around this new information.

So, there was a new force interceding in this campaign, a new actor in this drama. Who was it, and what could their intent be?

The obvious absent party was former commander Xin Lee and the huge gap left in the Legion’s naval strength when she mutinied over the terms of the peace treaty with the Emperor. To have formally agreed to the ritual Cull of innocents within the Legion – even at the massively reduced rate they had negotiated – left Indiya feeling as if she were coated in the foulest excrement that no amount of scrubbing could ever clean away. But Indiya had already paid the cost of slaughtering innocents in the name of freedom. Since that day when she’d used Beowulf’s engines as a weapon and caused the death of nearly everyone she had grown up with aboard sister ship Themistocles, her every smile had been forced. Did Xin think that war was won by glory and heroics alone – that humanity could carve out a continued existence in such a hostile galaxy without making ugly choices?

Indiya expunged the mental thread that had allowed itself to be snagged on her hatred for Xin.

That line of thought was emotional foolishness. Xin had simply run away from her responsibilities, not the least of which was her husband. Arun had eventually found solace in that Wolfish aide, Lissa, but Indiya knew he thought often of his child that Xin had taken away in her belly.

Xin hadn’t gone to find new allies or new technology. She had run. Even if she hadn’t, even if she’d kept discipline amongst her fleet of mutineers, Xin simply hadn’t had time to develop new technologies, build a fleet and reach Earth.

But there was one mysterious player yet to reveal themselves.

Indiya had encountered them on the eve of the Legion’s creation, in the last days when she naively believed Beowulf was nothing more than a troopship ferrying young human Marines to the frontier with the Muryani. They’d encountered a stricken ship. Arun had been part of the boarding party. The human crew had identified themselves as the Amilxi, but that name was as unknown as their shipboard technology. They had artificial gravity that meant you could walk the passageways without charged boots as easily as strolling across a planet’s surface. In the decades that had followed, she’d searched endlessly, but hadn’t found so much as a hint that any civilization of any race had ever developed such technology.

She had almost been killed when the anomalous ship had self-destructed as she was being ferried across to it. When she returned safely to her lab aboard Beowulf, her experimental incorruptible black box recording had revealed the biggest anomaly of all: the captured crew had been rescued by another ship before destroying their own. Her recorder had shown the truth because it resisted corruption by using chbits quantum-entangled with a pocket universe. No one else had noticed the rescue ship because its existence had been edited out of reality. Even Indiya’s recording had only glimpsed the joins as the replacement version of events had been spliced in.

Since then, her life had been stuffed full of war, extinction, and death, but the terror of what she’d learned that day had never ceased to simmer away in her guts. If these Amilxi could edit reality itself to suit their purposes, could there be any limit to their power? Maybe there had been a thousand Indiyas who had floated previously in this cabin and pondered that same thought. This Indiya – the version of herself she seemed to be now – maybe she was only here because the others had been edited out. What if the Amilxi decided she was no longer following their script? Would she feel anything as she was torn out of reality?

Amilx.

AMILX.

Arun McEwan. Indiya. Lee Xin.

Was that taunt, lure, identification, or coincidence?

Was a future version of herself aboard one of those incoming ships?

Was Xin?

She had to find out.

And all these memories of events long ago made her think of the perfect candidate to go investigating: the first ever human officer aboard a White Knight naval vessel – or so they’d been told by the Jotun commander at the time. She had no love for the disgusting man – had presided over his court martial and would have personally put a round through his skull if Arun hadn’t stopped her. But he had a preternatural knack for getting a reaction out of people.

“Hood.”

“Yes, Admiral.”

“Get me Squadron Leader Dock. I have a mission for him.”



—  Chapter 56  —

“You, Dock, will select one pilot you trust, and together you will inspect this mystery fleet.”

From his zero-g seat in this secure briefing room, Dock tweaked his moustache, as if that were a gesture respectable people would understand. “This alleged fleet is being inferred from unusual sensor readings,” he answered. “Nothing more. Wouldn’t surprise me if it’s all down to a space pigeon crapping into a sensor dish. Even if it exists, how are my X-Boats supposed to see them?”

“You don’t. Dock, you are very effective at getting yourself noticed. It’s a quality you undoubtedly possess, though until today I have detested you for it. It’s a long shot, but I’m hoping that after all these years, I can turn that to my advantage. You won’t see them, and you will give no indication that you suspect their existence, but you will let them see you and then perhaps we shall find out who they are.”

“Understood,” said Dock. “In that case, I select Remus to join me on this mission.”

Remus! Indiya glared at him from her perch on the briefing podium. What was the fool playing at? The man in question had joined the Wolves long ago and fought in the 7th Armored Claw across many campaigns. As far as Indiya knew, Remus hadn’t been inside a cockpit for decades. “Explain your choice.”

“My pilots need rest. Many are injured. This mission is not a combat one. As far as piloting goes, frankly an AI could do just as well. We don’t really need pilots at all. And Remus I know of old. He’s too rusty to come back to combat duties, but put him back inside an X-Boat and he’ll be fine for this. In fact, he’ll be chomping at the bit to have something useful to do.”

Indiya shook her head. “That’s not all is it, Dock? There’s more. I think perhaps the explanation you gave me is the one you are telling yourself, but you know something else. Tell me what that is.”

Dock looked flustered, which was a rarity in itself. “I was recently on board the Sense of Elation, walking out of a private gathering.”

“This was yesterday morning?”

“Correct.” Dock went a little pale.

“Private gathering? I think the technical term is gambling den.”

“Well, I wouldn’t put it that way,” said Dock. “Gambling den sounds awfully like the kind of thing that might be against regs.”

“I tolerate certain outlets while it suits me. Go on. You were on Sense of Elation. Why should I care?”

“I’m trying to explain that I was relaxed, happy. Money had inexplicably flowed my way as a result of innocent games of chance. And I was thinking of promises I’d just been given of even more pleasurable favors. I was floating calmly on the aftermath of an enjoyable soiree when… bang! A thought hit me that I was going to need Remus with me on an important mission. It was not a subconscious notion welling up from within. The idea definitely came from the outside. Admiral, I have pushed my body beyond its design parameters many times – often for recreational purposes – but I’ve never encountered a thought that hurt. I mean real physical agony like a blunt needle being rammed deep into my brain.”

“And then… what?”

“Nothing. Until you summoned me here and asked your question, I had put the episode down to intoxication.”

“That’s not good enough. Why didn’t you think to report the incident?”

Dock really went pale now. He demonstrated his unfortunate habit of sweating. “I thought… Maybe this was how it started for poor Romulus.”

“Poor Romulus!” Indiya slammed her fist on the lectern. “That person is a chodding traitor. I presided over his trial in absentia and sentenced him to death. I hope the Earth civilians get to him before I do because their punishments are more varied and more deserving than anything I’m officially allowed to give that traitorous filth.”

Indiya knew Dock of old, since he had been an ensign on Beowulf back when Indiya was a child, her parents still alive. Dock could appear callow and limp when he knew he’d been caught out, but push him too far – especially if you questioned his honor when he felt it was not deserved – and he suddenly grew serious backbone. Dock shook his head and squared his shoulders. “I taught Romulus all he knew as a flier. He was a good boy.”

“He was corrupted.”

“Maybe… I believe a part of him is still fighting on our side. I’m sure of it.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “Don’t write him off so quickly.”

“Your speculation is irrelevant, unwanted, and without legal weight. Do not speak of such thoughts again. Very well, you may take Remus. Your experience on Sense of Elation could be nothing, but more likely I think it is an intentional message, for which I can see many modes of delivery.”

She considered the possibilities. Theoretically, she could have gotten that thought inside Dock’s head herself using her nano factories, as could her old friend Finfth. Perhaps Dock had experienced interference from Tawfiq’s Blood Virus, but that didn’t sit well with his description. No, there was a more obvious culprit.

“When I dismiss you, report immediately to Med Bay 3 where you will be given a full blood transfusion, and we will inspect your blood for any interference. However, my gut says that little nudge in your head came from the Night Hummers.”

Dock was genuinely shocked “Isn’t that a reason to bench me and take someone else? Neither me nor Remus. I make it a policy not to trust any telepathic suggestions from orange amoeba living in fish tanks.”

Indiya considered Dock’s suggestion. “Your policy is flippant yet sound. But the Legion is in a losing situation here. I need to gamble if we’re to win. Why do you think I’m even talking with you?”

As she was speaking the words, she observed Remus through internal security monitors with a small part of her attention. Ever since Romulus’s betrayal many years earlier, she had made it her business to track both Remus and his brother’s former lover, Janna. Conveniently, they were currently co-located, in an air-filled deck on Holy Retribution, stranded after ferrying the Earth man, Bloehn, into orbit.

When she saw what he was doing, Indiya attempted an inward laugh. Co-location was putting it mildly. Unaware and probably uncaring that they were being observed, Remus and Janna were rutting furiously.

Sex was an important biological process. Indiya understood that. It relaxed personnel, improved morale, and bred replacements… as well as causing more fights than anything else.

The titanic man, coated in his alien scales, could have crushed the much slighter woman, and yet, if anything, Janna was the one directing their encounter.

Many years ago, when she’d been a seventeen-year-old cryogenics team specialist aboard Beowulf, she used to dream during her sleep periods of skulking down to Cryo Deck 13 and thawing out the teenager who’d been so fascinated with her when she’d secured him inside his cryo pod.

Marine Arun McEwan: 88th battalion, 412th-TAC, ‘C’ Company, Indigo Squad. Serial# 26X4-388B-9001.

Goddess! She still remembered his serial number.

She’d never so much as earned a demerit in her young life, and the idea of committing such a wild infraction had sent flickers of stomach-twisting excitement shooting through her.

And the thought of sharing that wild adventure with him – the handsome boy in the pod – had aroused passions that were hitherto so dormant within her that she had thought herself broken.

Those teenage fantasies seemed impossibly naïve to her now. They had always ended in a gentle climax of scent patches, soft music, and plump bed coverings, nothing like the visceral reality of pounding muscles, spasms, scales and sweat she was observing on another deck of Holy Retribution. Janna’s delight was obvious, and however hard Indiya pushed her heavily upgraded mind, she couldn’t imagine herself in the Wolf woman’s place.

There had been just one night with Arun when fantasy had edged close to becoming reality. She had just turned eighteen, and she had been frightened, lonely, and crushed under a burden of command that she’d never asked for. She had reached out to Arun, partly because she suspected he felt the same burden, and sharing it seemed the most natural thing in the world…

“Admiral?”

But that night, her XO had overridden her instructions that they should not be disturbed. Dear Loobie had been right to do so, but there had never been another night with Arun.

Nor with anyone.

There had never been time! Half the fleet saw her as a divine vessel or honored her in a personality cult she tried to discourage but kept flaring up, often bordering on religion.

“Are you feeling all right, Admiral?”

A tear came to her when she added an audio feed to her surveillance and heard Janna groan in deep sexual fulfillment.

The Wolf was burdened by little more than the drive to survive this day and the next. Despite all that Indiya had ever accomplished, there were moments like this when she would give it up in a heartbeat to swap places with Janna.

“Admiral. If you don’t answer, I shall summon a medical team and report you unfit for duty.”

Indiya gasped… and was back in control. For now. “That won’t be necessary, Squadron Leader. I am well and fit for command.” She felt her shoulders slump, and heard herself add in a whisper, “Just not fit for anything else.” Indiya could read people like no other human. The air around them was thick with her nano-constructs, many of them were inside Dock at this moment. She felt his relief that Indiya was okay, also his deep concern and empathy.

She regarded him afresh. If the needs of the Legion hadn’t been so desperate in its early years, Dock would have been executed and his name long forgotten by now.

She had never given him much respect, and always suspected his loyalties. Yet he’d fought hard and well, and he had suffered much. She wondered whether his preternatural ability to enjoy himself was part of the reason she hated him. Was she jealous of this man?

It was not a welcome thought.

She dismissed him. He saluted and made his way out the compartment to surrender his body to be drained of blood.

“Dock,” she said as he left. “I’d wait an hour or so before giving Remus his orders. I don’t think he’s as desperate to find something to do as you think.”



—  Chapter 57  —

To run.

To drink.

To play.

To hope.

A tinge of despair shot through Desiree Kelly’s heart as she chalked the last verb onto the blackboard. Hope. What hope was there for any of them?

She daren’t turn around to face her pupils and let them see the despair on her face.

“These are verbs,” she told them. “Doing words. Can any of you think of other doing words?”

She took a deep breath and faced the class presenting a forest of eager arms raised high. “Yes, Myleene?”

At nine years old, Myleene Costa was the oldest kid in Junior Class III at Area 34’s Burleith Elementary. Although the ten years that separated Myleene from Desiree were few in number, they were heavy with terrible experiences that interposed a vast gulf between pupil and teacher. Myleene was neither naïve nor stupid, but she still managed to cling to hope.

“To contemplate,” Myleene said, a smug grin showing she was proud of her answer.

Desiree gave the girl a smile she didn’t feel inside. “Very good. Contemplating is a big word that means to think about things deeply.”

She moved to chalk up the new addition to the blackboard, but the itching she’d felt in her wrist suddenly felt so intense that she instead placed the chalk carefully on her desk rather than risk dropping it. What’s wrong with me? I’m falling apart.

She took another deep breath and told herself that if she could just make it to recess, she’d have a quick smoke and then hunt down the principal and beg him for painkillers.

Grimacing through a wave of itching, she contemplated the sea of hands still raised by the class.

“Anyone else?” she prompted.

The young schoolteacher wanted desperately for one of the boys to volunteer, but they remained sullen and disconnected as always, present at her class only because they feared the beating that any absence would bring.

Of the forty-three kids in Junior Class III, only a dozen were boys. In Area 34, boys graduated to the labor camps at eight years of age for a brutal ten-year lesson in servitude. The Hardits considered males to be the likelier source of insurrections. How little the aliens really understood the human race, even after all these years.

What was the use? The fate of boys and men was not something she could fix.

She nodded at little Sharon Phillips on the front row.

“I’ve got a good one, Miss.”

Sharon’s left cheek was matted with weeping scar tissue, probably from a poorly cleaned up chemical warhead strike or having been caught unprotected during a fallout storm. Nonetheless, the girl’s eyes shone with the eagerness of a five-year-old who thinks she can please her teacher.

“Go on, Sharon.”

“To die, Miss. Dying is a doing word, isn’t it?”

Desiree froze. Dying. Did she have to pick that word? But Sharon looked so proud…

Forty-three pairs of eyes were upon their teacher, scrutinizing her every word and reaction.

I can’t take this anymore.

A sudden attack of itching left her hand jerking in full sight of the class.

Her mind filled with the battered old metal tin inside her desk drawer and its contents of pre-rolled cigarettes. Jeez, she needed a smoke. She could almost taste the satisfying burn on the back of her throat.

Desiree forced another smile, but she knew she wasn’t fooling anyone. “Very good, Sharon. Yes, dying is a verb. You’ve all done so well with verbs that I’m calling recess early.”

She tried to laugh at the wave of delight that swept over a few of her young pupils. Then she felt a stab of guilt at the resentment from the boys. They had learned to fear disorder and she had just broken the routine they sheltered behind. They knew no good would come of this.

Damn the Hardits. She couldn’t take this much longer.

“Hey, excuse me?” she said to little Sharon when the girl started running for the door. “Have you forgotten something?”

Sharon thought a moment and then realized she had, a glum look overtaking her earlier enthusiasm. “The Pledge, Miss.”

“That’s right, the Pledge. Recess is early, but we still need to do things correctly. Let’s say it together with pride in our hearts. Altogether now… One scent! One race! One leader!”

The class having said the Pledge of Loyalty together, she released the children out of the room and released herself to the seat at her desk and the metal tin that had once been her father’s. The lid was badly scratched, but she could still make out its description of the specialist drill bits it had contained long ago.

Five seconds later and the box was open on her desk, a lit smoke in her mouth, and the taste of sweetened nico-fibers rolling around her lungs.

It felt good… but not good enough.

She sucked at the cigarette greedily, but it did little to satisfy her craving.

Seriously, what was wrong with her today?

She scratched around for an answer. True, she was terrified on behalf of her pupils for their future, and numb to the prospect of her own, but that was a horror that never left her, and wouldn’t do until the day the Hardits finally tired of humanity altogether and exterminated everyone on the planet. Today she was afflicted by a different malady. This was more immediate.

It was something other than nicotine that she craved today. Had she been drugged?

She thought back to the events of the past twenty-four hours, but she hadn’t been anywhere or experienced anything unusual. And why would anyone bother with her? She was a malnourished nineteen-year-old with skin sagging like an elderly hippopotamus and a bald head covered by a cheap wig she’d bought from the internment camp store.

Why would anyone be interested in her?

The itching in her wrists turned to fire.

On a sudden impulse, she tried to rub away the itching on the underside of the desk in the drawer space.

And to her amazement, there was something there. A waxy substance.

She tried not to think what it might be, only that rubbing her wrist against it eased the burning.

A sudden sense of falling overwhelmed her… of stumbling back… collapsing into herself.

She remembered who she really was.

And what she was.

She grinned.

Very quickly, her lip curled up, transforming the grin into a snarl.

Humanity still had teeth.

And it wasn’t going down without a fight.



—  Chapter 58  —

“Blake! Blake! You copy?”

What’s wrong with me?

“This better not be some dumb stunt you’re pulling for laughs, cos I’m not laughing.”

Police officer Jayden Blake sank to his knees. No matter how hard he tried, no words would come to his throat.

I’m here, Sarge. Don’t abandon me!

Blake sensed citizens crossing the street to avoid him, of people hurrying into the nearest building, desperate not to be associated with an incident in which an officer was in trouble. Others would soon come for whom a troubled officer was a powerful lure.

There were not many would openly assault a representative of the New Order – even a human one – but here in the outer limit of Baltimore’s Amber Sector there were even fewer who would hold any sympathy in their hearts for a collaborator. Blake understood that news of his predicament would be spreading fast.

Help me!

“Goddammit!” he heard Sergeant Arne-Miller say over the radio. “I told them solo patrols are too dangerous. If you can hear me, Jayden, hang on there. I’m diverting Blue-14 to come to your assistance.”

Solo patrol. Since the Human Legion showed up in system, the persistent absenteeism amongst police officers had escalated into widespread desertions at the same time as crimes of violence, theft, and insurrection had multiplied beyond control. All the same, patrols had always kept to the buddy principle until today.

What’s happening to me? Perhaps if I can figure it out…

He was immobilized, robbed of the power of speech, but his heart was still beating. He didn’t think he was dying, nor was he falling into unconsciousness. And this happened on the first day of a solo patrol in Amber Sector.

Jayden Blake didn’t believe in coincidence.

Someone had planned this fate specifically for him.

Sure enough, footsteps soon approached from behind.

Unable to turn and see his assailant, Blake’s eyes sought a glossy surface in front of him — maybe he could see a reflection of the fate that stalked him – but he found nothing.

The footsteps closed on him, their pace determined but not rushed. He had no doubt they were coming directly for him. Whatever fate this assailant had planned, he was going to learn it soon and it would not be good.

The footsteps stopped… right behind him.

His heart raced, and his mind flashed with images of what might soon come to be. Perhaps they intended a humiliating public spectacle, or maybe he was to be decapitated for a Resistance video.

Someone had needed to keep the peace – just look at what the gangs had done to Arlington! He was no hero, but he wasn’t a collaborator either – not that a fact like that would carry a lot of weight around here though.

He held his breath, and in the silence that gave him, he noticed the person behind was breathing heavily, and with that slight rasping quality that suggested the person was a chain smoker.

“Turnaround 24,” said his assailant – a woman’s voice… young he thought, and with a D.C. accent.

Turnaround 24. Was that code?

The woman turned and hurried away.

Was that it?

But no – numbness still held him; he was still being offered up like a helpless sacrificial victim.

At last! A tingling in his extremities pointed to a release, but would it be too late? Two men, lean in tight clothing, and cloth caps down over their eyes, had turned the corner ahead of him and were heading straight for him. One reached into his pants pocket and drew out a blade.

“Having trouble, pelt-licker?” taunted the other young man.

“Don’t worry,” said the one with the knife. “Your troubles will soon be over.”

As the men came closer, he saw his death written in their eyes, and yet his mind receded from the sight and he was falling… falling back into himself.

Jayden Blake remembered who he really was and rose to his feet. As he shook the last numbness from his limbs, fear and anger took over the men. The police officer wasn’t as vulnerable as he’d seemed, but the men were committed now. They couldn’t let him live.

They rushed in for the kill.

But they were young men whose muscles were fueled with burning grievances, not honed by training.

Whereas Jayden Blake had received extensive training in how to kill, training he had put into practice several times before.

Luckily for the men, he was also trained in how to incapacitate.

Blake swiftly dealt with his attackers, leaving them sprawled semiconscious on the sidewalk. He briefly considered pulling them out of sight, but they’d made their choice in attacking him, and if that choice led to consequences that was not his problem. Blake had a job to do… killing Hardits.

“Blake! Jayden! What the hell is going on? Answer me?”

“I just woke up, Sarge,” Blake whispered. Then he threw his radio across the street and got down to business.



—  Chapter 59  —

Priya kept her head bowed until the Janissaries had ceased their chatter and passed beyond the respectful ten-yard boundary of supplication.

The frakking pelts could have just flicked a tail to acknowledge her submission and let her get back to work rather than making her wait in that stupid posture for over ten minutes.

Alien turds. Her uniform made it clear in sight and scent that her job was to tend the gardens of Victory Mall. It was the Hardit victory that meant it had been renamed from the National Mall, and most of the trees had been ripped up to be replaced with exotic alien plants. Didn’t the idiots understand she was working for them?

Fantasies of Hardit corpses littering the gardens filled her head, but that was all they would ever be – fantasies.

She didn’t have the courage to stand up to them. Anyone who had so much as breathed in a way the occupiers didn’t like was long since dead.

With a sigh, she returned to her flowerbed – in reality a massive bomb crater at the northern edge of the mall that rumor said had been the result of a Resistance attack. Others said it had been a full-blown military operation conducted by human military special ops. All Priya knew was that the large bed of well-tended dirt was the most abundant display of flowers in the city.

But now the perfection of her flower crater was marred by a rock that lay there amid the debris of broken Betelen Star stems. Someone must have thrown the rock while her head was bowed. Who would do such a thing?

She grabbed the rock, and even through her leather gardening gloves she could feel it was coated with a sticky substance.

Madness possessed her. She yielded to a wild compulsion to remove one glove and rub the rock’s stickiness against the bare skin of her wrist.

A few moments later, a very different Priya Roy was pulling a battered old sports bag out of the rich soil of her flowerbed, her carefully tended plants carefully placed to one side so she could bed them back in afterward; the dumb pelts would never know.

Without unzipping it to look inside, she stuffed the bag into her gardening cart and set about repairing the damage to the flowerbed. She already knew what the bag contained: guns.

Whistling a perky tune, her mind filled once again with images of Victory Mall stuffed with Hardit corpses riddled with bullets.

But this time she told herself this was no fantasy; this was an imminent future.

And she couldn’t wait to live it.



—  Chapter 60  —

“It’s a big enough risk without me burdening you too,” said General McEwan. “My heart urges me to ride with you into space, but my head tells me otherwise. Go without me.”

The deep shadows thrown by the bunker’s emergency lighting seemed to consume him. Frankly, Aelingir felt only disappointment in the human. In anyone else, she would accuse them of cowardice. But to do so of Arun McEwan would be absurd. Instead, she asked, “what does your organic battle computer tell you?”

McEwan made the human gesture of sucking at his lower lip, which indicated he was thinking hard and not liking the answers. “When I run the planning scenarios through my head,” he replied cautiously, “they all tell me that for us to win this war, we must breach the Hardit corrosion shell, and quickly.”

Aelingir nodded like a human. “My people have an expression. When you see your opening, seize it with all six limbs.”

“Dammit, Aelingir. You’re right. Of course you’re right. I was told that same Jotun expression while still in the crèche, but look at me, General. Look at what I am now!”

Aelingir had known this human for many decades. He had aged significantly, and since Tawfiq had forced them underground, his gaunt face was pinched most of the time in a tense grimace of discomfort. And that was where she looked, because it was in his face and the square of his shoulders that he revealed his dogged spirit. Diminished, undoubtedly, and distracted, she still saw the fire in the man who had inspired so many millions, even if he failed to recognize it himself.

Of course, McEwan was referring to the hover chair, and the absence of his lowest limbs. Even the chair’s gravitic motor buzzed like angry insects when it should be giving a satisfied hum. Nonetheless, worn though it might be, the chair still delivered its primary function – just like its user.

“I was useful up in orbit,” McEwan said. “I had to pretend to be a long-dead comrade, but I could be a Marine one last time. But in this here? My judgement is clouded with pain and this chair is not exactly designed for high-g spacecraft. If I were to lead this operation I would be a burden.”

“Morale is everything,” Aelingir growled. “This mission is extremely risky, and those who carry it out need to believe in someone. Arun McEwan, the Human Legion believes in you. I consider myself a competent officer, but I’m only a soldier. You are an icon. An inspiration. You must lead the team that will escape to orbit with the secret of how to penetrate the corrosion barrier, allowing Admiral Indiya to relieve the ground forces. My place is here, fighting the enemy until the end.”

The human laughed, a dry sound in the alcove used as a command post. Aelingir prided herself on having developed a deeper understanding of human ways than any Jotun commander, but their laughter mocked her with its capricious nature. Was Arun displaying the laughter that accompanied a serendipitous discovery, while simultaneously signaling that the desperate plight they faced had not been materially improved? Or was his the laughter that announced that most evasive of human concepts: irony?

“If I rode the ship up past orbit,” said McEwan, “I wouldn’t even need to live through the experience. Maybe all Indiya’s techs need is a scrap of New Order hull to reverse engineer a solution.”

“That is correct,” Aelingir answered. “It is also obvious.”

“It was the connection with my brother that’s so ironic.”

Ahhh, so it was irony… 

She raised an eyebrow in the human way to indicate her lack of understanding. “Fraser McEwan? The Free Corps mutineer?”

“No, Zeno. As far as I can tell he was my youngest brother, still in the shipboard crèche with my mother during the attack on Akinschet.”

Zeno McEwan… Aelingir’s AI had the requisite information ready before the inquiry had formed in her mind. Jotun bio-engineers had given Zeno and others prototype hormonal effectors – implants similar to Aelingir’s own that would allow the humans to decide their own mood. It was a standard augmentation for all White Knight vassal races – an efficient way to bypass distractions such as fear and sexual desire, and relax the societal pressure bomb of forcing large numbers of individuals to cooperate over extended periods of time without the full range of stimuli and in cramped conditions in spaceships or… underground.

Her fur shook at that last thought.

After millennia of development, Aelingir’s own wrist implants were barely sufficient to keep a lid on the screaming terror of underground war – and with Earth’s surface so vulnerable to nuclear strikes, it seemed the Legion’s war would be underground from this point. But Zeno’s group had developed their equivalents far beyond anything Aelingir could do, just as Admiral Indiya and her group of experimental subjects had independently achieved.

Zeno and the other children had died near the frontier mining outpost of Akinschet, but not before plotting a course that would carry their ship to distant Earth, where their augmentations were reverse engineered by local techs.

“You are not like your brother,” Aelingir said. “The Earth humans developed an entire society on nano-level social interaction, but when the Hardits invaded it did them no good at all. Where are their implants now? Ripped away! Useless! But if you succeed in delivering the secret of defeating Tawfiq’s corrosion shell, then the Legion will triumph over the New Order. With Earth under Legion control, the stipulations of our treaty with the White Knight emperor would finally be honored. The Human Autonomous Region would be allowed to flourish, the freedom of its citizens assured. No sacrifice is too great for such an outcome.”

McEwan raised an eyebrow; he was issuing a challenge. “You’re right, my friend. I agree.”

Aelingir hissed, though quickly taking the edge off the aggressive sound. The relish with which humans embraced incongruity was the most annoying on a lengthy list of grievances she had with this nonetheless fascinating race. How could McEwan issue a challenge at the same time as agreeing with her?

The human’s face relaxed into the smile of amusement. Aelingir snapped her jaws in anger.

“Easy,” said the human. “We’ve been driven deep underground, my friend. You are Jotun. You do not perform your best without sky or vacuum over your head.”

Releasing a hormonal packet from her nano-effectors that would, hopefully, head off the rising desire to decapitate the human, she replied, “Like all Jotun soldiers, my augmentations limit the phobia, but, yes, it is true that I do not like being beneath ground. However, I do my duty. I fight underground because that is the theater of battle now.”

“Yet you have human, and Trog subordinates – even the Hardits loyal to the Legion – all of whom have lived almost their entire lives either underground or in the sealed claustrophobia of starships. I agree that the shuttle mission is so important that it can demand any sacrifice of us… even that of yielding command to a subordinate. If I am to seize this last chance with all of my limbs, my friend, I only have two left. I need you to add your six to mine. That would make a respectable average.”

Aelingir flicked her ears in amusement.

“What’s so funny?”

“Friend McEwan, my people have looked favorably upon yours for centuries because of your resemblance to our own kind. You are like limbless, hairless, poorly developed Jotun children whose insistent cries for help we cannot ignore no matter how annoying you are. I think you’ve just grown up.”

Reinvigorated Jotun eyes regarded the human, reexamining Arun McEwan with new levels of understanding. They would probably both die very soon, and that was disappointing because Aelingir thought she could glimpse a future in which human and Jotun faced the galaxy’s challenges together in an alliance of mutual respect.

“You should lead the shuttle mission,” she told General McEwan. “It is your place. However, I shall take operational control. It is highly likely that we shall both perish, but if our mission fails then our deaths will make little difference to our stranded forces.”

McEwan shrugged. “We’ve all got to go sometime, Aelingir, and I’ve seriously outstayed my welcome.”

It was only then that Aelingir saw McEwan’s spirit chill and felt the brittleness of his resolve. The human glanced up at his colorful aide, Lissa, whose presence was so unimportant that Aelingir had forgotten she was standing there.

McEwan slumped in his chair… and… Aelingir discerned that this had resulted from the sight of the Wolf woman! She rapidly reevaluated the significance of Lissa’s presence.

Aelingir had long suspected the two were indulging in a wholly improper relationship. It was a weakness, but she’d told herself that McEwan had earned a little latitude if sexual play helped him cope with the burden of command. The two people regarded each other with expressions laden with impenetrably human meaning.

Aelingir rumbled in her throat. “General McEwan. I see that life has a way of pushing itself uninvited into our existence, even if we thought we had dismissed such things long ago. I shall leave you two to say your goodbyes.”

“I’m not leaving him,” snapped the Wolf. “I’m coming with you.”

Aelingir bared fangs. “I did not doubt it,” she said angrily.

The Wolf human glared back at her, and Aelingir had to shield behind the hormonal packet she’d issued earlier to restrain herself from striking the human for such a gross lack of respect.

Perhaps Aelingir didn’t understand these humans as well as she imagined. In fact, the more she regarded the two, she realized the Wolf’s instinct to protect her mate was what had prompted Lissa’s astonishing display of insubordination. Perhaps after all these years, humans were still slaves to their instincts. But these two were bristling with tension when they should be comforting each other. What must Aelingir do now? Issue a formal request that the two comfort each other with sexual touching? Or were they shouting inwardly at her to leave them alone so they could do precisely that?

“When General Aelingir told us to say our goodbyes,” McEwan explained to his lover with a fiercely irritating grin, “she was saying she doesn’t expect us to live through this day.”

“Indeed,” said Aelingir. But half-heartedly because her attention was on the Wolf. At first, she had assumed the woman’s expression to be a defiant glare but… there was more to it. Far more. Heat radiated from Lissa’s eyes. Not metaphorically – fiercely exothermic. Her eyelids were steaming, her eyes melting…. But…!

McEwan followed Aelingir’s gaze to the Wolf. “Oh, drent,” he snarled and reached into his chair to bring forth a device from which he sprayed water to cool his aide’s eyes.

Why does McEwan have such a device to hand?

The heat was not melting Lissa’s corneas as Aelingir had first imagined. It was more unsettling than that. The darker black and brown pigmentation of the woman’s irises were being pushed aside from within by an intense lilac coloration. Unlike the limited human visual perception, Aelingir could see this woman’s eyes blazing away deep into ultraviolet.

This Lissa… Aelingir noticed for the first time that she was large for a Wolf female. And oversized Wolves had been appearing with increasing frequency in recent years.

“You’re both wrong,” said the woman with the blazing lilac eyes.

McEwan reached up and squeezed his lover’s hand.

“We will not die this day,” she said.

If this Wolf was really whom Aelingir suspected, then the words she spoke in this state gave vital intelligence about possible futures. “Do you mean,” Aelingir asked, her heart pumping hope into her arteries, “that the ship will successfully breach the barrier?”

“No,” said the woman calling herself Lissa. “We will all board the ship, we will all survive, and the ship will be completely destroyed.”

“I don’t understand,” said Aelingir. “You humans don’t just tolerate contradiction, you relish it. But I am Jotun. Incongruity and error are the same things to me. There are no escape pods. I cannot see how all three outcomes are possible.”

“That’s the thing about visions,” said McEwan, and the pride in his companion was evident in his grin. There was more in his face too. He was excited by the thrill of danger, the prospect of leaping into the unknown. “Visions give you hints, but don’t fully make sense until after the event. I don’t understand either, but I don’t need to. I’m human. I’ll figure it out as I go along.”

Aelingir snapped her jaws with such wild abandon that the two humans clutched each other in dismay.

“I felt it…” she tried to explain, but the words did not come easily. How could they? The concepts they needed to encompass were unique. “Just for a moment, I felt that most human of emotions: the thrill of ignorance.”

Arun raised his thumb in the air, which she knew to be a human gesture of validation. The feeling of trans-species connection to this human warmed her, precious beyond belief.

“And now our secret is out,” said McEwan.

“Your companion? I will not speak of this nor speculate as to her identity.”

“Nothing contact lenses won’t fix,” said the woman who called herself Lissa. “I’ve heard scores of Jotuns explain why they took pity on humanity because we look like helpless Jotun children.” She leaned in toward Aelingir and whispered. “The big secret is that it’s been working in both directions all along.”

“That we Jotuns are like strong human adults?”

“Yeah,” said Lissa. “You’re like overgrown humans with steel bars stuck up your asses. General, I do believe I just spied some rebar poking out. I think it’s working loose.”

“Then,” said Aelingir after an awkward pause, “I believe there is hope for my people yet!”

Aelingir laughed so hard, she hugged her mid-limbs around her chest to stop her ribs hurting.

Jotun Marines rushed into the corner of the bunker, carbines ready.

“We must finish this campaign quickly before the infection spreads from my heart to my brain,” she told her soldiers. “Even if we live through this, I fear that none of us will survive intact.”

“You are sick, General?” asked the detachment’s leader. “Should I summon a medical team?”

“It’s too late for me now, Ensign. This disease has no cure. I am infected by humanity. You are too, all of us. You just don’t know it yet.”



—  Chapter 61  —

“Wait up a moment,” said Priya. “Just… just a moment.”

Blake, still dressed in his police uniform, half turned his head toward her. “You’re a liability, Priya.”

Resentment seethed in her breast. “And you enjoyed your cover just a little too easily,” she spat back.

“You got sixty seconds to get it together,” the task force leader told them both. She was a tough nut with an ability to snap hard human necks without so much as a grunt of effort. She called herself Desiree.

“And for your information,” Priya told Blake, “I’m necessary for this mission. Without me, we wouldn’t be here. We would never have gotten this far.”

Here… Another spike of near-panic passed through her when her words reminded her where here was.

A mix of guile, hacking, dead bodies, and ironclad chutzpah had brought them deep within the Capitol Spaceport, which was essentially a private shuttle port for Tawfiq and other New Order VIPs not far from Victory Mall.

And through that last series of blast doors just ahead was Tawfiq’s personal shuttle.

Desiree had said during the planning stage that if you’re going to risk all, you may as well think big. Stealing Tawfiq’s shuttle was pretty freaking big.

Priya gave a grin she didn’t feel inside. “Let’s do it.”

She and Desiree shouldered the heavy wheeled contraption they’d brought all this way and set it back in motion along the corridor, preceded by Blake.

“I didn’t mean what I said,” Blake told her.

“I know. You’re just a dick,” Priya replied. “But it worked. Funk over, I’m ready. Our luck’s held so far. No reason it won’t stay good.”

“This is the day humanity turns things around,” Blake said. “Hardits don’t know it yet. But they will.”

——

The final door slid away, and they were through into the launch silo where a shuttle stood upright, ready to blast its VIPs into orbit. In front of them, a gantry walkway extended out into the silo where it connected with the shuttle’s open cargo bay hatch. For now, Priya was less concerned with the walkway’s destination, and more with the fact that it was fifty feet in the air above the silo’s blast-resistant base, and in common with Hardit architectural conventions, it didn’t bother with anything as human as a hand rail.

She shook her head, angry with herself. They were trying to steal Tawfiq’s shuttle, which was the most freaking dangerous thing possible on the planet, and the thing that was making sweat drip down her back was her fear of heights.

She looked up. Another extendable walkway thirty feet above extended from the silo wall into the upper reaches of the shuttle to provide VIP passenger access. Tawfiq must have walked along that gleaming walkway. Many times.

Seeing she wasn’t at the top of the silo eased her vertigo. A little.

Priya lowered her gaze submissively and kept pushing. She didn’t know the full extent of the mission team, but it was already obvious from the diversions and sniper fire that had gotten them this far that the three of them with the wheeled cart were not alone. She resisted the temptation to search the upper reaches of the silo for signs that human snipers had taken up overwatch positions.

Only another fifteen feet separated her from the open hatch into the waiting shuttle, but there were no Hardits to be seen. Where was security?

“Don’t speed up,” ordered Desiree. “Keep it cool.”

Easy for you to say, thought Priya, as the Hardits finally reacted to the intrusion. An upper segment of the silo wall detached, revealing a hovering platform bearing two Janissaries with HAP-7 ‘Flesh Rippers’ pointed their way.

The humans halted, a mere ten feet from the portal into the shuttle. The hovering platform bearing the guards flew in a lazy curve down toward their position, coming to a halt alongside the gantry walkway. Bolts clanged as they locked the platform into place.

Typical Hardits. They took one sniff of Blake in his human police uniform and decided he was the one in authority, and that she and Desiree could be safely ignored as slave beings of no consequence.

Not wishing to be executed for failing to acknowledge her inferior status, Priya kept her head bowed, but with a series of precisely defined blinks, she changed her vision in one eye to see the feed from a camera mounted in the wheeled box. Through the feed she saw the two Hardits shining a retinal scanner into Blake’s eyes, and silently thanked the resistance leader who had assembled the team for bringing along a genuine police officer who would match the New Order’s meticulous records.

The Hardit with a flash of white fur along the side of its reddish-brown muzzle gave a series of growls that the translator hanging around its neck repeated in English. “Explain the presence of humans here.”

“Please forgive the imposition of our scent,” Blake replied, “but the blessed supreme commander requested this box be placed in the shuttle and stated that its contents made even the container’s outer surface too disgusting to be touched by Hardit hands.”

The two Janissaries possessed all-over fur, a snout full of fangs, three yellow eyes and a tail. Aliens they might be, but the way they looked at each other was a startlingly human reaction. Blake’s story sounded like baloney and so it was, and yet… Tawfiq was notoriously whimsical – and who would dare to go against her orders?

Without saying a word, the Hardits answered that unspoken question: not them!

The guards regarded the box with a new intensity. Being Hardits, the most intense scrutiny was from their sensitive noses.

“Caustic cleaning chemicals, and scented bleach,” said the Hardit. “This item stinks. Why?”

“To remove the stench of humanity,” Blake replied

The Hardits appeared unconvinced by Blake’s lie. The truth was that as the Resistance team had made its way through the spaceport, they’d had to repeatedly cleanse the box of the Hardit blood they’d spilled getting here.

“Open it,” ordered White Snout.

“No – not you,” the other one said when Blake moved to release the catches on the double doors at the front of the cabinet. “Kneel! Hands on head.”

As Blake got to his knees, the Hardit pointed its rifle at Priya. “You open it.”

Awkward. From what she knew about the Hardits, they were probably indicating her using scent language. Which meant with her head bowed, she wasn’t supposed to be able to see the rifle gesture. She forced herself to count to four, ignoring the rapidly escalating Hardit snarls, before she dared to raise her head and ask innocently, “Who? Me?”

Without waiting for an answer, she hurried to the front of the box and opened it. It was something the Resistance had found years earlier, although it seemed never to have been used. It was what could only be described as a torture box. Essentially a hollow wooden cabinet on wheels designed to hold a single occupant, though the Resistance had made a few additions to this example.

The Resistance leader was inside. He stood immobilized by the manacles at his wrists, ankles and neck. The metal band across his mouth ensured his silence.

He gave them the credibility they needed to impress the guards, because this wasn’t just a random human, but one of the few the Hardits recognized in scent and sight. This was Tawfiq’s plaything, her pet, paraded in a torture box for her amusement. Who could doubt now that these humans were acting on the supreme commander’s orders?

“You are a traitor,” White Snout suddenly blurted at the other Hardit, making its point by bring its gun to bear on its comrade.

“Deceiver,” stuttered the other, grabbing the threatening gun by its tail and pulling the weapon from White Snout’s grip.

Priya willed the Hardits to kill each other, but there was a limit to even the power of the allied Night Hummer who was secreted in the extension they’d added to the back of the torture box. An alien complete with mobile life-support tank weighed a ton, and didn’t her back know it?

The Janissaries swayed, growling at each other but doing so absentmindedly. They seemed confused.

“Go,” Desiree told Priya calmly.

Act like you’re doing your job, Priya told herself as she reached beneath the base of the torture box to take out the bag clamped there and hang it over one shoulder.

She kept her head bowed as she walked past the squabbling Hardits.

They ceased growling, and she sensed them shift their attention to her, felt it as clearly as fangs piercing her back. “Just doing my job, superior ones,” she said as she passed.

Resisting the urge to shift her eyesight to the feed from the torture camera, she walked to the edge of the shuttle’s open hatch with the external appearance of calm, but fear bubbling inside.

The hull was, in fact, what this mission was all about. They needed it to pass through the corrosive orbital barrier and hand itself to the Legion warships beyond. But the mechanism by which the ship passed through the barrier was unknown, which was the whole purpose of presenting the shuttle to the Legion to figure out. Would whatever the shuttle used to defeat the barrier also defeat Priya’s ability to climb its hull?

The nose was roughly finished with replaceable ablative tiles, but elsewhere the hull had an unbroken glossy sheen. She pressed a finger against the hull, to one side of the open loading hatch, and saw her finger smear away a dull patch. As soon as she withdrew her finger it quickly self-repaired back to the glossy sheen.

There was only one way to find out if she could climb this. Just freaking do it!

She activated the charged pads on her palms, reached out as far above the hatch as she could stretch, and then stepped off the walkway.

Gravity clutched her dangling legs, and pulled too at her mind, beckoning her to look down.

She refused. Her hands were holding firm. She didn’t need to look down. She could do this!

When the charged pads in her ankles also engaged, she could feel the extra grip easily coping with her weight and she started to climb. Before she gave herself time to think, she’d clambered up the shuttle and onto the natural perch of the wing stub.

The bizarre scene with the kneeling policeman and the tortured governor was still playing out below, but it wouldn’t persist much longer because she heard angry voices inside the shuttle.

Better skedaddle.

Her target was the shuttle’s comm array, a bulge like an ugly white wart above her head. With one hand on the fuselage, she raised herself on tiptoes and threw the disk-shaped device in her hand onto the bulge.

The disc thudded against the hull, thought a moment, and then a green light lit up. The shuttle was now jammed. Anyone inside could call for help as much as they liked; no one would hear.

She took a deep breath and snapped her other hand away from the hull. She wobbled for a moment, but the ankle grips held. Trying not to think about the impossibility of balancing on a shiny spacecraft hands-free, she reached into her bag and started to draw out the components of the gun. She had the block and stock assembled, and an ammo clip of microdarts inserted, when four Hardits burst out of the loading hatch and set the retractable walkway clanging with their heavy footfalls.

Priya glanced up – fearful that the Hardits had positioned a sniper on the upper walkway into the passenger section – but saw nothing. They weren’t stupid, these Janissaries. They knew their warfare, but their utter contempt for humans made them overconfident.

And that, she told herself as she calmly screwed in the barrel, will prove a fatal weakness if I have anything to do with it.

The new Hardits clubbed Desiree and Blake to the deck while barking at the two guards driven crazy by the Hummer.

Using the special microdart, Priya shot all six Hardits in the neck or base of the head. One of them scrubbed unconsciously at the back of its neck, but otherwise none of the victims noticed. None looked up. Arrogant morons. Her gun registered six hits and a good signal link to each

“The other slave,” she heard from below when one of the new Hardits switched on its translator pendant. “Two slaves pushed the torture box. Now there is one.”

“Hey, you dumb pelt,” Priya shouted from above. “Who the hell are you calling a slave? I’m no one’s slave. I’m a human being, and you’re a piece of worthless vermin.”

Cutting it a bit fine, she admitted to herself, activating the darts an instant before the fastest reacting Hardit riddled her with bullets.

The darts obediently released their payload – fleets of nanoscale warbots that sliced through any cell structure they could find, fanning out from the point of entry at explosive speed.

The Hardits were already dead before their heads exploded, arterial pressure fountaining blood out of neck holes, and in one case exploding out of all three of its ugly eyes, leaving the yellow orbs dangling by their optic nerves over the pool of Hardit blood.

“Next time,” said Romulus as he freed himself from the unfastened restraints, “save your speech for later.”

“Keep it professional everybody,” Desiree added as she checked the Hardits for any sign of life.

“You’ve done well,” said Romulus, “but that was just Phase One. Now comes the tricky part.”



—  Chapter 62 —

With the course successfully plotted into the flight computer, Romulus hung in the co-pilot’s seat and stared at the empty pilot’s station.

Over the years of his servitude, he’d made it his business to learn all he could about Hardit flight systems. They used three flight sticks, but he’d practiced operating them in the secret places of his mind. He could take that seat beside him and fly this shuttle the hell away from this terrible life.

Gunfire barked from just outside the silo.

“We knew this was likely to be a one-way mission,” he said, as much to himself as the Hummer who was doing that damned hovering below him near the flight deck’s aft bulkhead.

The alien didn’t deny the truth.

Heavier weapons opened up, but Romulus didn’t know which side was firing them.

“If I pilot the shuttle into the Legion’s arms, I’ll be a hero. I’ll see Janna. And I wouldn’t need a floating blob shadowing me to shield my thoughts from Tawfiq. If I stay, we’ll probably be caught, and I’ll die at Tawfiq’s hand. Even if I don’t, I’ll be tortured and killed by the Earth people for being a collaborator, my mutilated body strung up for public display. I…” He fell into the memories of executions he’d ordered and massacres he’d turned a blind eye to – all those innocent people in the wrong place or time that he’d had killed. Like that damned astronomer.

Probably, Romulus. But you said you wished to atone.

“I know.”

What do you desire most? Choose quickly! Your life or your honor?

“Honor? I stopped caring about that a long time ago.” He laughed bitterly as he tapped commands into the slate, priming the autopilot. “It’s duty that binds me.” He looked down at the pulsating creature in its tank. “My duty remains here on the surface, while I might still be of use. Are you sure you cannot foresee my future?”

“I am sure. Romulus. At first it was other Hummers in the vicinity blocking my abilities. Many here are aligned with Tawfiq and we cancel each other out, although they believe all of us from other factions were utterly destroyed. But now… I feel isolated, as if my people have moved on and left me behind. I do not understand, Romulus. I am… scared.”

Romulus frowned, and then grinned at the ridiculous situation he found himself in. He was on a captured shuttle in the middle of an insanely dangerous mission that might just mean the difference between liberty and extermination for all humankinds, and he wanted to hug a lonely cylinder of alien orange goo.

It was a little like old times – back in the Legion…

Dangerous memories sobered him and flung him back to the task at hand. “Come on, let’s get this done.”

——

They pushed through a blast door in the base of the silo seconds before the place shook with the explosion that was the shuttle lifting off. The noise was deafening but at least it drowned out the sound of gunfire as the brave Resistance fighters led the enemy off in a different direction.

These were desperate times.

“Will it reach the Legion?” Romulus shouted over the diminishing engine roar when the shaking had lessened enough to push on toward safety.

“Yes, it will.”

Romulus stopped. “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

That is correct. I cannot say accurately whether this will succeed.

“You Hummers are crazy. You know, all these years I’ve always thought of you as ‘the Hummer’. Have I always been escorted by the same individual?”

Of course, not. I am the third of my species tasked by Tawfiq to shadow you and foresee thoughts of treachery in your mind before you think them. But I am the first who is not of Tawfiq’s faction. There are not many of my people here who have declared for the Legion. That there are any at all should be… impossible. The matter was supposed to have been settled… one way or the other.

Romulus laughed. This was the funniest thing he’d heard since Tawfiq had imprisoned his soul. “You mean you’re being played? You’re caught up in a Night Hummer conspiracy outside of your control?”

It seems likely.

“Priceless. And Tawfiq’s group… they’re caught up in it too?”

Undoubtedly. It’s the only explanation for how I’ve remained undetected by them. They think my existence is impossible.

Already, they were halfway to his White House quarters. They might actually survive this mission. He felt a chill when he realized how readily he’d discarded Desiree, Blake, and Priya from his mind. Survival for them was even less likely. By now, they had probably been shot dead, or their suicide nano packets had activated rather than letting their hosts be captured alive.

Romulus found he couldn’t think of the three who’d transported him to the shuttle. His mind refused to settle there. Instead, he asked, “How long have you been my Hummer?”

Five years.

“Then it’s about time I named you. I shall call you Quintus.”

You will not. I already have a name.

“I… didn’t know you had names. Tell me yours.”

The Hummer was silent for a long while. Only on the threshold of the Governor’s chambers did the alien reveal the answer.

Shepherdess.



—  Chapter 63  —

The briefing room screen was highly configurable, designed to show multiple views to occupants of the room, and indeed different information depending on the angle you viewed it from.

Today the screen showed a single image, an unsteady tracking shot of an ugly collection of junk that was blasting toward them from its launch site in a devastated city in Europe.

“This is a bad idea, my friend. We will be seen to fail in the most public arena possible.”

“I acknowledge your reservations,” Indiya told Kreippil. To emphasize the point, she corkscrewed in the Littorane gesture of gratitude through the warm, oxygenated water of the briefing compartment.

He backed her without reservation in public, which is why she regularly met with him privately in compartments shielded from prying ears and eyes on Holy Retribution. Not even Arbentyne-Daex, Indiya’s Kurlei aide and de facto psychological counselor, joined them here.

Unity had always been important to her second-in-command, doubly so after Xin had split the fleet, but in private he gave her his honest counsel with all barrels.

“We have a cloaked and still unidentified fleet mere hours from Earth,” said the Littorane, “and signal intelligence reports major New Order fleets sailing our way from just outside the system. Those threats are where our naval forces should concentrate their attention, not on your human friend’s suicidal gesture.”

“Aelingir is with Arun too.”

Kreippil suddenly flicked his tail side to side, sending Indiya tumbling away with the force of his irritation. “Aelingir is caught in McEwan’s spell. She wants to be human, which is the most excruciatingly embarrassing sight to behold. And what about you, Admiral Indiya?”

“Me? Are you worried that I aspire to be human?”

“Never. You transcend your species. But you are not immune to Arun’s charisma. When – if – he dies in the coming minutes, will you remain fit to command?”

She swam away angrily, but however humiliating the question, it was right for her most trusted subordinate to ask it.

Arun had been tired for a long time. He wanted an exit, a release from his burdens. Even if he survived his escape attempt, the years when he stood shoulder to shoulder with Indiya would soon be coming to an end. Kreippil was right; she needed Arun, but how much?

She swam alongside Kreippil and blinked an apology. “I can’t be sure,” she told him. “Watch over me, my friend.”

“Always.”

Indiya took a calming intake of the warm water through her gills, and then closed the discussion by activating the feeds coming from the task force in near-Earth orbit.

The forces deployed to cover Arun’s escape were mostly expendable drones that lacked expensive quantum-entangled comm links that would give Indiya real-time telemetry from her flagship in Mars orbit. She had no choice but to float helplessly and watch Arun’s adventure as it was relayed to her by the task force command ship, the Gliesan fast cruiser, Dart.

Task force commander, Commodore X’hi X’hi, opened her attack against the barely populated continent of Australia. With apparently weak New Order defenses, Australia had been a strong candidate for the choice of initial Legion landing zone that had eventually gone to North Africa. Centuries ago, in an earlier alien occupation of the Earth, gamma beam weapons fire from orbit had scoured the continent of all life, even down to the bacterial level. The White Knights had soon arrived to offer humanity its protection, though at a heavy price.

The native humans had only recently started restoring the Australian ecology before they were chased away by the Hardit occupiers. If Indiya possessed the resources, opening up a second front in Australia would make so much sense that the New Order commanders could not ignore the task force’s attack.

Or so they all hoped.

They’d made no progress on cracking the secret of Earth’s corrosion barrier, so Indiya had ordered a stopgap be mass produced and rushed into place in time to cover Arun’s escape.

Much like the spaceship that had been assembled in the courtyard of the Tower of London, X’hi X’hi’s drone fleet had been kitted out with missiles wrapped in layers of armor sandwiched with force shields. They weren’t immune to the corrosion of the barrier, but they were all hoping these defenses would slow the corrosion enough to reach those targets.

Legion drone strikes were landing, destroying the upper tier of New Order defense platforms.

A few drones carried through to lower levels of the enemy orbital defense network, but not many. And for the largest platforms just above the upper atmosphere, even the most heavily armored missiles fired by X’hi X’hi’s forces dissolved away before reaching their targets.

The New Order commander redeployed orbital defenses to defend Australia, sending atmospheric and void fighters that way too, but not enough. Not nearly enough!

Arun would still have to penetrate fighter and platform defenses, as well as the corrosion zone.

Indiya detected another New Order craft launch from Victory City in America. She felt a small pang of relief when this new entrant didn’t seem to be on an intercept course, but it made little difference. X’hi X’hi’s mission to draw away Hardit defenses from Arun had failed.

X’hi X’hi must have reached the same conclusion. All the Gliesan commodore could do now was strike without delay for maximum confusion. Abandoning the drones over Australia, the Dart with TU escorts and a cloud of fresh drones launched their attack over northern Europe.

They destroyed the enemy’s upper level orbital platforms as they passed through that sector, but again their missiles could not penetrate the corrosion barrier to damage anything lower.

But would that matter?

All of this was merely a distraction, cover for Arun.

And his ridiculous, brave ship, named the Hotchelpis after the Jotun deity of good fortune, continued its ascent.

Just when she thought the Hardits might be leaving the ship’s destruction to the corrosion barrier, New Order medium-range SAMs launched from Russia. The last hoarded remnants of General Aelingir’s anti-missile defenses revealed themselves and sent up powerful defensive barrages to protect Arun’s ship.

Eleven klicks up already, and not a scratch.

Then came the moment she had been dreading. Some of the lower level orbital platforms – they hadn’t the intelligence to know how many – housed fast-reaction fighters capable of void and atmospheric flight. These de-clamped from the underside of the platforms and ignited powerful engines.

The enemy fighters closed in on Arun’s vessel.



—  Chapter 64  —

Three! Three! Sector Leader Uelemas-Xal had just three fighters at her command! Where were the others?

“Sectors four, seven and nine have fighters within strike range of northern Europe, sir. They are refusing to reinforce us.” The senior coordinator lifted her tail in humility. “Sir, could you talk with the commanders of these other sectors?”

“No, Reyayan, I could not.”

Reyayan allowed a little whiff of challenge pheromones to escape. Idiot. Did the fool not understand what was going on here?

Obviously not. Reyayan’s shoulders tensed. Was she actually going to challenge her rightful superior for command?

There was no time for this foolishness. Uelemas-Xal swallowed her pride and explained herself. “The reason I can’t contact my fellow sector leaders is because they are either dead or as good as. It is probably only a temporary oversight that I myself retain operational command of this sector.”

The tension left Reyayan’s body and her lips slackened and drooled. Oh, yes. She understood now.

“Our supreme commander is purging the glorious New Order military forces of any element that could one day threaten her absolute authority. Which means it is down to us alone to swat this fly rising through the putrid London air to meet us.”

“Flight Leader Naldreg reports ready to attack,” called the signals coordinator.

“Then tell the flight leader to stop reporting in and start blasting those stinking nefnasts out of the sky.”

This had better work, thought the sector leader, but she had little confidence that it would.

Over Europe, the outer layers of the fast-deployment orbital defense network had been blasted away by the Legion. The inner layer – the platforms below the corrosion barrier that began at an altitude of about one thousand miles – were directed down at controlling the planet below but were deliberately starved of munitions. Since Tawfiq’s choreographed rain of fire as the barrier had first slid into place, their loadout had been limited to the minimum necessary to disrupt the Legion’s surface operations. The supreme commander could control the planet from here if she wanted to, but first she intended to reassert her personal authority over the defense platforms.

Typical of Tawfiq to cripple her military at just the wrong moment – or did the Legion have intelligence on the inside? She had heard dangerous whispers that the foreseer allies were plotting against the New Order. That the disgusting creatures could not be trusted was obvious to everyone – everyone, that was, who hadn’t been bewitched by their lies.

Plots and rumors circulated so thickly on and beneath the Earth’s surface that they had spread their cancer as far as orbital defense. Uelemas-Xal had no time for them. Her sector was a bastion of sanity… Maybe the other commanders really had been plotting?

None of that would matter if Naldreg’s preening flight crews didn’t shoot down the stupid contraption coming at them from Europe then… A shiver of fear rustled through her fur. No. No, it didn’t do to dwell on the consequences of the supreme commander’s displeasure.

At last, the attacks were going in. Naldreg’s miniature formation of three fighters engaged at an altitude of thirty miles with missiles and wing cannons.

Hits were registering!

But still the Legion craft plowed its way through the sky.

Naldreg’s fighters came in for another run. Fire blazed across the strange ship’s hull. Clouds of debris blackened the upper atmosphere. And still the nefnasts climbed higher.

“Why don’t they die?”

Reyayan failed to appreciate the rhetorical nature of the question and answered. “Our attacks are defeated by a combination of force fields, defensive munitions, and the fact that whatever does get through explodes against another layer of their defensive shell that they simply jettison away.”

Uelemas-Xal watched her fighters come in for another attack run. With the same dismaying results.

The Legion was trading the expendable portions of their ship for distance, and it appeared that most of the contraption was expendable. All the enemy needed to do was for the Drakhnix-Lho fuselage to reach the Legion warboats that were circling in high orbit like salivating scavengers, and the secret of the barrier would be compromised. The executions of everyone responsible would follow swiftly, although the deaths themselves would be excruciatingly prolonged.

“Sir,” Reyayan reported, “I am detecting an unauthorized ground launch.”

“Origin?”

“Victory City.”

“Deep within the Americas!” Uelemas-Xal flicked her tail at this subordinate afflicted with chronic idiocy. “Where the Legion has not yet dared to tread and never shall. Leave it be. We have a genuine crisis to deal with.”

“Yes, sir. Codes identify Americas launch as the supreme commander’s private shuttle, but there’s no flight authorization and the pilot is not responding to hails. Something about it seems… off. Should I contact regional command for advice?”

“No, you should not. The regional commander on the ground has gone missing. The regional commander in orbit is also suddenly unavailable. As far as I know, I am the most senior officer in the entire network to survive the supreme commander’s reorganization.”

“Reorganization, sir? I wasn’t informed.”

“Idiot! Do you really not understand what I’ve been trying to tell you? This is a purge. That vessel is the supreme commander’s personal shuttle, and you want me to turn our guns on it. Are you insane, Reyayan?”

“Sir, with due respect, it is my duty–”

The Sector Leader drew her sidearm and shot the annoying junior officer through the head. “Replace this dog with someone who has a thread of sense in their head!” she shouted at the terrified deck crew.

As subordinates rushed to obey, Uelemas-Xal pushed Reyayan’s corpse away and used her station to patch through to the neighboring platforms – the ones with fresh fighters that remained in their clamps.

“To anyone receiving this, I am Uelemas-Xal, acting commander for this orbital level. You can all see that Legion ship over northern Europe. I understand that you’re scared of your own tails with all the sudden reorganizations, but if we don’t destroy it, we’ll all be executed. So, if you value your lives, you are going to help me take it down, and here’s how…”



—  Chapter 65  —

“Enemy fire is slackening,” said Ensign Skalzan. Aelingir had designated the young Jotun as Fire Control Officer, though Arun wondered whether this was a Jotun attempt at humor, because their craft had no offensive weapons. The New Order orbital platforms and atmospheric fighters had no such limitations.

“We did have a hidden intelligence source who said we would emerge unscathed,” said Aelingir. “Perhaps she will be proved right.”

Springer was sitting alongside Arun and offered no reaction. Aelingir was twisting her words. She’d said the mission would succeed. Not the same thing.

Nonetheless, Arun dared to hope that the unlikely craft had now successfully punched through the New Order’s aerial and orbital defenses. Naming her Hotchelpis had paid off! The display at his position showed the pronounced curvature of the Earth as they traversed the lower reaches of the corrosion barrier on their way to Indiya’s navy. The outer shell was already disintegrating like sodden cardboard, but it had been designed to fall away in multiple lines of defense. The metal and armor composites were sandwiched within high pressure air bubbles, which were themselves trapped inside force shields. Maybe whatever it was that ate away at the fabric of a battlecruiser could be defeated by an air barrier? The truth was that no one knew. The last line of defense was the captured vessel itself. It had gotten through the barrier when it was under New Order control. Did it need the right security codes to pass through the barrier, or was a defense embedded inside the hull? None of the Legion techs had found any answers.

Could we jettison the shell now and accelerate unscathed through the barrier? Arun wondered. Let’s hope we never need to find out.

“They’re not finished with us yet,” said Springer grimly. “Look…”

Arun accepted the feed she was sending to his display; it showed enemy fighters massing below them, about 800 klicks above the ground.

“They can’t afford to give up,” Arun replied. “Tawfiq is not forgiving of failure. Doesn’t mean they’ll get through our defenses this time.”

But he wasn’t so sure. The lower extremities of the corrosion barrier had already eaten through the outermost air bubble and was corroding away the armor within. With each second that passed, they were less able to defend themselves, and although he counted only eight enemy fighters, they were now headed on intercept

Arun nodded at the Jotun crew on the main deck about ten feet below. “They don’t seem worried.”

Springer laughed. “So long as their honor isn’t at risk, the most reaction you’d get out of Aelingir’s team in the face of certain death is a microscopic ear twitch.”

“That’s what I was looking for,” Arun replied. “Didn’t see one.”

He shut up, his attention captured by the New Order fighters closing fast. In the earlier attacks, down in the lower atmosphere, the enemy fighters had swooped and banked to get at them, but up here the air was so thin, they were effectively operating as void fighters.

The enemy didn’t bother with maneuvers. They simply came in on fastest intercept.

Barney quietly confirmed the analysis of the TPA-6C tactical computer they’d installed in Hotchelpis: the Hardits were going to hit them at point blank range, one after the other.

Arun felt so helpless but there was nothing he could do but interfere, and he’d learned the hard way not to do that.

In came the enemy, blasting fury from wing-mounted weapons pods and nose cannons.

Again, the Hotchelpis defended herself with point defenses, the portable force shields strapped to the outside, and the detachable outer layers that the crew shed like seeds from a dandelion head, soaking up the brunt of the Hardit attack. The one defensive measure the Hotchelpis did not deploy was the one thing she did not possess: maneuverability.

The lead fighter kept coming… and coming.

“Brace for impact,” came a shout from the main deck.

“Vulley me,” screamed Springer, which amounted to the same thing.

A fighter at ramspeed? Disbelief that this was really happening numbed Arun in the fraction of a second remaining before a crash deafened his ears, and a jarring impact shook him like prey caught in a predator’s jaws.

But when he glanced at his console, they seemed to have survived the attack. Some of the outer shell had sloughed away, but the fuselage was still pressurized, even some of the air bubbles encasing them still held.

So why were the Jotuns flicking their ears in consternation?

Another New Order fighter hit them, and this time he made himself ignore the thunderclap of impact and coolly observe the outcome on his console screen.

The enemy fighter struck them a glancing blow, scraping itself along the armored nose cone of the Hotchelpis. The enemy fighter looked like a slimmed-down version of the captured craft Arun was strapped inside. That meant all of its armor was over its nose, not along the fuselage, which ripped open along half its length. It passed by, and for a moment it looked like a wounded animal with a bloody gash gouged out of its flank – wounded but undaunted. But they were inside the lower reaches of Tawfiq’s corrosion barrier. Whatever had protected the enemy fighter now failed. The edges of its flank wound widened, burning away like smoldering paper.

Debris was sucked out of the aircraft, some of it still alive.

Time slowed as Arun watched a Hardit being sucked into the air. Inside its anonymous green pressure suit with an opaque visor over its snout, it would have seemed to him disconnected from the horror about to unfold, if not for the way it waved its limbs and tail frantically.

Arun set the external camera to follow the Hardit’s descent through the gossamer blue of the upper atmosphere. The corrosive barrier bubbled away the suit and helmet but then paused after liquefying its victim’s fur and tail while it worked its way through tough hide. A part of Arun’s mind had just enough time to note that the barrier corroded artificial materials faster than skin and fur. Then the Hardit’s skin was gone and Arun saw its naked heart beat one last time. A flash image of a skeleton with a grinning snout burned into Arun’s mind and then the Hardit vanished.

Arun felt a welling up of pity until he remembered who the New Order were, and what they had done to the humans on the planet where he’d grown up, and to him personally.

“Rot in hell,” he whispered at the patch of empty sky that had consumed the Hardit.

The fighter’s crew were already dead, but Arun knew their suicide strike had succeeded. They hadn’t tried to hole the Hotchelpis, only to nudge her off course.

“Our vector’s wrong,” said the pilot. “We’re now suborbital, and we don’t have enough delta-v to reach escape velocity. We’re coming back down.”

Rather than ram them, the Hardit fighter now in the lead veered away. The other surviving craft fired at the Hotchelpis, whittling away at the defenses of this easy target.

“Gunnery solutions?” Springer asked.

“Negative,” Aelingir replied. “Both gunnery blisters were left behind in the River Thames. We armor-plated over the gaps. I never imagined this would turn into a dogfight. It was all about speed and survivability.”

“Can we dump mass?” asked Arun from his seat on the upper deck.

Aelingir and the crew down below on the main deck froze for a second.

“Negative,” replied the Jotun pilot. “If we discard the shields, they’ll blow us out the sky. Most of the other mass is fuel and there’s no means to jettison it.”

“What if we jump out?” Arun asked. “Can we set an autopilot to reach the Navy? I mean, look at General Aelingir. She isn’t exactly dainty. If we could buy even a slim chance with our lives, I know not one of us here would hesitate to go for it.”

“It’s already too late,” said the pilot. “And even we Jotuns wouldn’t mass enough. I admire you, General. Your bravery and imagination do your race credit but will not avail us this time. We’re out of miracles.”

The craft lurched, and Arun didn’t need the display readouts on his screen to tell him the nose of this escape craft had turned back down to Earth; his gut told him that loud and clear. He switched off the screen and, with a pounding heart, took in his surroundings for the last time.

Strapped securely into a high-gee seat, with a harness adapted for his lack of legs, he shared the upper deck of the main crew compartment with Springer; the other five crewmembers were below and in front of him on the main deck.

He wanted to look into her eyes one last time, but she looked pointedly away. What was she feeling? Guilt that with her final vision, she’d breathed hope into this desperate mission?

The Wolfish swirls of red, gold, and blue concealed the flesh he’d once known, but did nothing to hide the unruly spray of auburn hair she wore as she had in her youth, nor the characteristic pinch of tension in her shoulders when she was angry with herself.

He’d lived so much life with this woman.

But it hadn’t been nearly as much time as they deserved.

What could he say to her that didn’t carry a wounding slug of defeat? She’d been ten when Jotuns connected to a Night Hummer conspiracy had covertly placed her in his crèche and told her to keep him safe, and she’d never been able to entirely break free of that command. How to tell her she’d been a remarkable success to keep him alive this long? Springer did not wear failure lightly.

Lightning flashed just off the port bow, blasting the last of the armored shell there to dust and sending the captured craft into a spiral.

Thundering hammer blows slammed into the rear of the craft, shaking it about every axis imaginable. Aelingir and the crew were shouting but Arun tuned out after someone said the engines were on fire. It didn’t matter. Whether the craft broke up in the atmosphere, the engines exploded, or was hit by missiles made little difference in the end.

The nose lurched down sharply, pointing directly at the ground, and their descent through the gravity-well accelerated.

Not long now.

His only regret was that Springer’s final vision had shown the secret of safe passage through the barrier escaping up to Indiya’s waiting forces.

She mustn’t die thinking she had led them all to their deaths.

He’d spent his entire life defending Springer and her visions.

Adrenaline surged through him… It bred hope. Springer had never been wrong about her foresight and he refused to believe she was now. It was their interpretation that could be faulty.

But what twist could possibly vindicate her now when they had only seconds left?



—  Chapter 66  —

Will you stop frakkin’ with all this drent about security codes and that shite? I already told you, I don’t know any secret anything. Don’t you know what this present I’m trying to give you means, you chodding frakkwits? Get it to your tech teams, figure out how the New Order gets spacecraft and missiles through its barrier, and then get down here and kill every last stinking pelt on my planet. With compliments from the Resistance.

 

P.S. Earth to Legion. If Tawfiq wins here, all of humankinds will be exterminated – even whatever form of human variant Squadron Leader Dock is declared to be. So get your drent together, stop vulleying around, and seize this opportunity I’ve offered you with every limb you’ve got left. Voice of Resistance out.

 

“Squadron Leader, who is this message from?” asked Admiral Indiya.

Dock glanced at his Phantom’s tactical display while he let the admiral’s message sink in. The stealthed fleet was still coasting on course to intercept Earth. Still silent. Still annoying.

He wasn’t ready to be the one doing the answering. It had been Indiya who had relayed through the Gliesan fast cruiser Dart, and via the mystery shuttle to speak with the man with the impressive display of attitude. And still she hadn’t mentioned Arun.

“This shuttle you talked with,” said Dock. “Are you quite sure it’s genuine?”

“It is. Tawfiq’s personal shuttle from what we can make out. We’re keeping it heavily quarantined, but it doesn’t seem to be carrying plague or bombs, and the techs are making progress in figuring out how we can get through Tawfiq’s barrier. We were speaking in real time via the shuttle with someone who named you personally, Dock. Presumably this person was piloting it remotely because we found no one on board. Who was it?”

“Well, we all know that back in 2701 the New Order snatched Romulus from Lance of Freedom at the same time they took General McEwan. What if other missing personnel from the same time period were also taken by the Hardits? We only know they took Romulus to Earth because Tawfiq chose to reveal that to us, but what has she chosen not to reveal? If I had been snatched and taken to Earth, but subsequently escaped Tawfiq’s clutches, I’d set up resistance cells. I’d be good at it too – I’d give those New Order goons a damned good thrashing.”

“I believe you, Dock. Which is why you would be long dead, captured and your corpse hung up for public display. Either this message is an elaborate deception, or whoever crafted it has remained in the shadows for years, preparing for this moment. As I’ve said before, the Legion is in a losing position – I can’t afford to wait for certainties. The hint that this person knows you personally is too strong to ignore and I’m going to make a working assumption that this familiarity is genuine. I’m looking up fighter personnel who served with you, Dock. Anyone who went MIA within ten years of Romulus… capacity for thinking long term… patience… ability to blend into a variety of social situations… But I’m getting nothing. No one fits the profile.”

“That’s not quite true is it, sir?”

“You think the records are inaccurate?”

“No, sir. I mean that there is one person who fits that profile and you know it.”

“Romulus! I told you never to mention him again.”

“I am merely stating a fact, not an opinion. Romulus does match the profile you described in every respect.”

Even across millions of miles of vacuum, Dock could feel the heat of Indiya’s anger transmitting through his helmet speaker.

“I know you have little love for me, Admiral, but I have fought for the Legion too. In my heart I did so because I was fighting for an ideal, one in which people were no longer executed merely for stating an incontrovertible fact. Both of us were raised under the White Knight tyranny and despite all its victories and sacrifices, the Legion has not yet fully escaped their control. The fight for freedom is not yet won. Are we to endure another tyranny of our own making so soon?”

Dock sensed Indiya’s hot rage flip into an icy chill. “You shame me, Dock. The history of the many Legion races reminds us that those who depose tyranny frequently set themselves up as tyrants anew, and I will not allow the Legion to follow that route. You are correct in everything you just said. The traitor, Romulus, fits the profile. Nonetheless, he cannot possibly be the Voice of the Resistance, and I order you to never again waste my time suggesting that he could be. I would never have you executed for deliberately pissing me off, Squadron Leader, but if you demonstrate such poor judgement as to mention his name just once more, then I’ll make sure you never fly again.”

“I would rather be executed.”

“I know, Dock. I know.”

When she said nothing more, Dock panicked that she would cut the connection. “Please,” he begged. “Arun… is there news?”

Indiya hadn’t mentioned Arun once.

When the main fleet around Mars had contacted him, he was expecting news of Arun’s madcap scheme to break Tawfiq’s lock on the Earth, not to hear of this Voice of the Resistance managing to pull off the same trick.

“He… he almost held his form,” Indiya replied, trying to keep the choking from her voice. “Typical Arun… just before he crashed, we saw his stupid craft’s descent slow to a walking pace. I don’t know how he did it – he kept us guessing till the end. But the fireball when it crashed…”

“Perhaps when their craft slowed, they bailed out?” Dock offered gently. He didn’t believe his own words, but neither could he make himself believe that Arun was finally dead.

Indiya was crying openly now. Since the day on Beowulf when she’d killed so many with a single press of a button, Dock had never known her to express any feelings other than anger. If her emotional dam wall had been breached, that was a helluva lot of putrid emotions readying to gush out, and a helluva time in the campaign to lose her shit.

“Maybe…” she sobbed. “But Tawfiq put ten megatons of fusion fire into the crash site. He’s not coming back, Dock. Arun’s gone. For so long I’ve…”

Indiya clammed up. For a few seconds, Dock heard her labored breathing, and then she cut the comm link.

Dock ground his jaw in frustration. Slamming his fists on the flight console did no good, so he screamed, filling the cockpit with rage and frustration. No words. Didn’t need them. The horror at the darkest recesses of his existence vomited up from his core, too primal to need words. If Indiya had learned to scream she wouldn’t be going into meltdown. He was about to curse her buttoned-up stupidity, but then he remembered how she’d used her home as a weapon to kill almost everyone she knew. The kid had guts. She’d tried to have him executed more than once, but for some reason he’d never been able to bear her a grudge. His only regret was not to join with Xin Lee when she took off after the Invasion of Athena. There was a commander he could trust.

“Squadron Leader, you okay?”

Dock cleared his throat and remembered where he was. “Indeed, I am, dear Remus. Never better.”

“Sure. It’s just that from outside it looks as if someone’s just remote-triggered a shock stick up your ass.”

“Just communing with the universe, old boy. Letting it know exactly what I think of it. And I tell you, Remus, I am frakking pissed off!”

Knowing it was useless to hail the hidden ships, Dock set his ship to wideband local broadcast. “Hey, you out there! Yes, you – ugly bastards. We know you’re there. Who are you? Answer me!”

“Squadron Leader, I don’t think that’s helping.”

“My friend here wants to believe you’re young aliens with smoothly rounded chests and a weakness for cards and liquor. Is he right?”

“Dock!”

“Or are you Amilxi? Oh, yes. Did you think I’d forgotten you? I’ve always known you bastards were out there somewhere. Answer me! A good man has just died… Arun McEwan was the very best I ever knew. I am not in the mood.”

No reply.

“Let me put it more plainly,” Dock snarled, and freed his missile launchers.

“Squadron Leader, no!”

“Just upping the ante, old boy.”

Dock sent two cotton tails – SPM-32 anti-ship missiles, to use their formal nomenclature – into the center of the anomalous readings that they all assumed contained a hidden fleet.

But if anything was there, it was too well hidden for the cotton tails to lock onto.

The missiles burned a straight path through empty vacuum until their main engines went cold and they coasted through the region of anomaly and out the other side.

“Can you hear me?” he broadcast, as he detonated the cotton tails. “I know who you are, Amilxi!”

Nothing.

He was starting to doubt himself. At no point had the pair of them confirmed anything was out there. But he had achieved one thing – he felt a lot better. Perhaps he should teach Indiya how to loosen that rod up her ass.

“And that, dear Remus,” he said breezily, “is how one rages at the universe.” He flicked off the broadcast and switched to a private encrypted tight beam. “Do you think anyone heard a word of that?”

“No, sir. We’re wasting our time here.”

——

Remus was wrong. Ears, both machine and organic, had been listening to every word they had broadcast.

“Remus? Can that really be Remus?” queried a voice hidden within the void nearby.

“You know what we were told. I don’t like it any more than either of you, but we must proceed with the plan no matter what. Who are these Amilxi, though? They were not part of the briefing.”

“I encountered them once, many years ago. The Amilx are another mystery in a galaxy of strangeness, but not one that concerns us here. Let them think we are the Amilx, then. Ignore them.”

“But their stance is becoming aggressive.”

“Relax, Captain. I know this Dock. He is overly emotional, in love with dramatic gestures. His firing missiles our way is like you roaring in frustration at prey that escaped your claws. We should not activate our defenses for fear of these two little craft.”

“Are you sure? These little warboats pull such high gees that by rights their crew should be smeared to bloody paste.”

“Am I sure? What a ridiculous thing to ask! War is not a place for comfortable certainties and it is a war we are about to enter. Nonetheless, the correct action is to stick with our current bearing and stealth stance.”

“Your judgement is compromised. I saw you flinch when you heard the name of the other pilot. Nonetheless, I concur. Captain, signal the fleet. We keep those Legion boats under observation, but I will personally decapitate any officer who compromises full stealth protocols without my direct order.”

“Yes, Field Marshal.”

“It’s been a long journey, and everything we’ve done has led us to here and now. All those fallen warriors gave their lives so we could carry out this task. In their name, we will retain discipline and we will see this through to the very end. All fleet captains – initiate final weapons checks. We are twenty hours from Earth. We need to be ready.”

“Field Marshal, the comm cube… I think it’s activating.”

“You think! Your words are inadequate. Is it active or not?”

“Unknown, sir. But it is generating a faint power field that was not there before. Given the circumstances, I thought–”

“Bring it to me… Hello. Hello, do you copy? Who are you? Speak now!”



—  Chapter 67  —

Ten minutes earlier…

 

Arun steadied his arm against the violent shaking of the plummeting aircraft and stretched out a hand toward Springer, only to find that she had already reached out to him. But they were too far away to touch.

He shuffled against his seat restraints to get closer and was rewarded by a tentative brush of his fingertips against hers.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw the Hotchelpis emerge through a bank of clouds. The ground was close enough to make out distant lines of trees and roads.

“Springer…” he began, testing the word for hidden dangers – but the secret of her name could hurt no one now.

Arun gasped as he was suddenly stretched into impossible dimensions. It was a sensation few people had ever felt, but he knew it well. Being caught in the backwash of an X-Boat accelerating out a hangar was just like this. All the frenetic heat and thunderous noise of an X-Boat’s engines was violent enough, but that was only a fraction of the furious energy unleashed in the Klein-Manifold Region – energy so strong that even humans could feel it as a twist to the guts in the regular dimensions of space-time.

There, at the front of the upper deck where the metal walkway descended to the main deck – it was as if an X-Boat engine was in full throttle right there inside this captured craft.

“What is it?” Springer shouted above the roar of their descent.

A slit appeared in the air at the top of the walkway.

“Dunno,” Arun shouted back. “A chance?” Maybe this was a portal – an escape hatch – but if he needed to get through that rip, he was not only pushed hard against the back of his seat, he was pinned there by his harness. “Unstrap yourself,” he shouted at Springer.

Arun didn’t get the chance to follow his own advice.

The slit in front of them suddenly widened onto an oval and a figure appeared.

She was human and of the Marine branch of humankind. Young – maybe twenty – and wearing the kind of loose fatigues festooned with pockets and pouches that you might wear aboard a starship. And those deep brown eyes were more than beautiful… they looked powerfully familiar, though Arun was certain he’d never seen this person before in his life.

The oval rip disappeared and this inexplicable woman who’d been hanging there like an immortal goddess was suddenly a mortal girl standing on the upper deck of an aircraft about to crash. It seemed that whatever weird drent was happening here, the laws of physics were back in operation.

“Shit,” said the girl, and fell through the air, her head aiming like a rocket for the bulkhead behind Arun.

He caught her and held her tightly to him. Safe.

Safe? She’d picked a strange destination for safety – just moments away from crashing. But he sensed that X-Boat backwash again – and immediately the doomed craft slowed.

Slowed? If she were responsible for that then she was in no hurry to explain. Instead, she looked into his face, her expression a bewildering mismatch of exhilaration, supreme confidence, and nervousness. And the way she hid her stare behind lowered eyebrows told him it was he – Arun McEwan – who was chilling her confidence.

Then the moment was gone, and she gave him a simple smile. “Hello,” she said, as casually as if dropping by for a friendly mug of coffee while they were waiting to crash.

“Oww!” Arun yelped, snapping his fingers away from a dinner plate sized disc strapped to her back; it was too hot to touch. The woman herself must be shielded because she showed no signs of discomfort.

The woman shrugged. “Useful piece of kit,” she said. “It’s a–” Sudden panic stole her words.

“It’s okay,” Arun assured her, “I know what it is.”

She bit her lip, the endearing embarrassment of a youth who hadn’t yet mastered life as much as she’d thought. “Sorry to go all of a wobble on you. It’s just… this moment.” She laughed. “I’ve imagined it my entire life, and I always pictured myself acting so cool but… I guess some things you can never prepare for.”

Yeah. Arun got that. He was getting ready to die when this woman burst out of midair and fell into his arms. She’d stopped them crashing too, or so he guessed. That device on her back – he bet it was a momentum dump, ripped out of an X-Boat, shrunk to a portable version, and currently slowing their headlong plummet into the unhurried descent of a snowflake that would kiss that ground, but only when it was good and ready. Even for Arun, encountering that kind of tech was pretty weird, but the thing he was most unprepared for were those eyes.

It was as if one half of his youth was hanging with her arms around his neck.

“Identify yourself,” challenged Aelingir, who was dangling, feet toward the ground, from the top of the upper deck, holding on with three hands, while her fourth aimed her pistol at the girl’s head.

“Easy,” Springer told the Jotun. “I think I know who she is.”

Arun didn’t, but his subconscious must have had a fair guess, because he found his mouth saying, “Your mother sent you, didn’t she?”

The girl nodded. “Mother says she’s happy to rescue your dumb ass once again, Dad. Anyone who wants off this doomed ship needs to be within two meters of me. The teleport is locked onto my signal. I can’t keep us from crashing much longer. Do it now!”

Deep down, Arun had known. The moment he saw her, he’d known this was his daughter, but… Dad… That word… his head was spinning.

Somewhere in the distance, Aelingir gave the order to abandon ship. She called on the girl to hurry up because the aircraft’s fuel was about to blow any moment. Friendly fingers clustered around, but Arun had space in his mind only for one person.

“What’s your name?”

“Grace.”

“That’s a beautiful name. Tell me, Grace, what do we need to do to prepare for…?”

He hesitated. Despite all he’d just witnessed, the word wouldn’t come easily to his lips. No one in the galaxy possessed that technology.

But he’d seen even more impossible things in his lifetime. And now it looked like he was going to discover a few more.

“Teleport,” he whispered, but he’d left it too late – the doomed Hotchelpis had already disappeared. He was jerked through the air and tumbled in a confusing mix of warm bodies. There was nothing confusing, though, about the weight of the giant Jotun who fell on top of him and crushed the air from his lungs.

Fortunately, the Jotun scrambled off him and he was left gasping on top of a glowing octagonal dais in a starship compartment. Springer was dazed but okay. So were the rest of his crew. Grace had bounded away to join her crew. They were mostly humans of the pixie-like Navy branch of the species, though there were Gliesans too and what looked like a security detail of six Littoranes in combat armor, guns trained on the jumble of bodies teleported from the stricken craft.

Arun was a Tactical Marine, not only bred but surgically engineered while still a boy to serve aboard the warboats of the Human Marine Corps known as Tactical Units. If he hadn’t lost his legs, he’d carry at least three times the mass of the Navy personnel who were all staring directly at him. But as a Marine, he was as built for a life serving in the void of space every bit as much as they were. That was why he knew beyond all question that he was aboard a starship, but there was something unique about the feel.

Springer’s Wolf scales hid her reaction, but the Jotuns were flicking their ear trumpets – they felt it too.

Arun was lying on the platform, held there by a comfortable acceleration which felt so natural that, even after all these years, he was certain it was 0.92g, the gravity he’d grown up with just below the surface of Tranquility-4. But this wasn’t the pseudo-gravity caused by a constant 0.92g thrust from the engines. He couldn’t say how he knew, but myriad engineered adaptations in his body, augmented by scores of semi-organic artificial senses all assured him the same thing: this gravity was real.

Artificial gravity.

He’d encountered it once before, when he had fallen through a breaching hole blasted through the hull of a stranded ship his squad was boarding. The crew had called themselves the Amilx, and although he hadn’t recognized Del-Marie Sandure at the time, one of these Amilxi had been an older version of his squadmate. The implications had terrified him, and even though he’d tried to lock them deep inside his vault of unwanted memories, he’d been haunted since that day by thoughts of the Amilxi.

Artificial gravity. Indiya had been convinced that was the least of the Amilxi’s control of nature.

The future he’d tried to leave far behind in his past was rushing to claim him, and he felt powerless to resist.

A young Navy rating pushed a wheelchair up to the dais. He helped Springer to pick up Arun and place him within. The chair he’d abandoned in Europe hovered on gravitic motors; this contraption had handles so it could be pushed, but its wheels were set at a comfortable height so he could spin them himself. It was many centuries more primitive than his normal chair, but he felt better able to face what was coming next from a seat rather than sitting with his butt on the dais.

The design told him something else too. It took consistent gravity for granted.

A door behind the crowd of Navy personnel swished open. “President on deck!” shouted someone. The Littoranes saluted and stepped aside to allow someone to pass through.

President?

She hadn’t changed.

A few more scars and lines decorated her beautiful face; a heavy limp lowered her natural poise to merely sublime levels. Other than that – she was so instantly familiar it was as if he’d seen her only yesterday.

He’d been teleported, met his daughter for the first time, and escaped death in the downed craft by mere seconds – but none of that registered against the biggest impossibility of it all. This woman before him. The one certainty in the last decades of his life was that he would never see her again.

And by the way her mouth was dropping open, the sight of him was having the exact same effect on her.

The mutual shock connected the two of them, fading out everyone else – even Grace and Springer. The moment would have stretched on indefinitely if Springer hadn’t let out a threatening growl, and Grace cleared her throat loudly.

“What the hell?” Arun whispered.

“Good to see you too, Twinkle Eyes,” breezed Lee Xin. “Did you miss me?”
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