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A NOTE ON THE MILITARY
I come from a diverse military family. From the deserts of Iraq and the beaches of Normandy, to the battle of the Alamo and the Revolutionary war.
That being said, Empire takes place in the distant future, which means things change. The military in this book is not meant to be an exact replica of the US military today.
I hope you understand the changes made for the sake of this book.
Thank you, and Happy Reading.
Logan Rutherford



        


EPISODE ONE
Rise of the Empire







CHAPTER ONE
Anna sat up in her bunk at the sound of the alarms blaring.
“It’s just another drill. They won’t miss one pilot,” Caleb said. He wrapped his arm around her chest from behind and tugged her back to bed.
“What are you saying? I'm just another face in the crowd? Expendable?” She smiled.
Caleb scoffed. “You know what I mean, Roscoe.” He could almost hear her eyes rolling.
Anna brushed his hands off and stood up from the bunk. “You know better than to call me by my last name. Besides, our time's almost up.” She pulled her dark blue pants on. Right on cue, desperate fists banged on the metal door to the bunk.
“Open up in there, Anna! We gotta get our gear!”
Anna shrugged as she smirked at Caleb. He threw a pillow at her and laughed. She caught it and tossed it back. She grabbed his wrist, pulling him up from the bunk. She planted a kiss on his lips, before tapping his chest. “You need to get ready too. They might miss me on the hangar, but they aren't going to miss you on the bridge. They don't hear how hard you slam your fingers on the keyboard, they'll know something's wrong.”
“Okay, low-blow Roscoe,” Caleb said. They kissed again, before scrambling to get dressed, the sound of the blaring alarm and banging on the door their soundtrack.
Anna took a quick glimpse of herself in the mirror. She fixed her frizzy dark hair the best she could. In the flashing red light, she couldn't tell if any signs of her time with Caleb had marked her light chocolate skin, so she told herself nobody would notice and turned to let her roommates in.
Three boys and two girls rushed in, scrambling around to grab the equipment they needed.
“Slow down, guys,” Anna said as she walked out. “Just a drill.”
“This isn't a drill,” her bunkmate Savannah said. “Someone crossed the ETL.”
Anna's heart skipped a beat. She met Caleb's eyes, and he looked just as shocked.
Nobody had crossed the Earth Territorial Line in forty years. “But that's an act of war,” she said. Nothing was wrong. It was just a mistake. A sensor malfunction. Or maybe the people in charge were bored of the same old drills. Wanted to spice things up. That had to be the answer. Because the other answer? That was something Anna didn't even want to consider.
“Just get to your station! We'll find out what's going on soon enough,” her roommate Will said as he brushed by her and Caleb on his way out the door.
Caleb grabbed Anna and gave her one last kiss. “I gotta go figure out what's going on.”
“I'll see you later,” she said as she adjusted the collar to his uniform, before giving it an affirmative pat.
Caleb ran down to the right towards the bridge, while Anna went right, sprinting towards the hangar of the USS Ricochet.
She reached the hangar in record time, her heart beating to the frantic pace of the blaring alarm. All the pilots were gathered around a nearby platform, atop which her CAG addressed everybody. She jogged over and listened in.
“…unknown vessel crossed the ETL and is ignoring all of our attempts to secure a line of communication. We're going out there to escort the vessel back across the ETL, and if we have to, launch an assault. Stay sharp, everybody. It's alright to be nervous, I know you are. Use that to fuel you. Let's get through this and have a story to tell the folks back home, alright?” Commander Renot yelled to be heard over the blaring alarm.
“Isn't this shit classified, Commander?” Rednose yelled, a smile plastered across his face.
“Get to your ships!” Renot yelled.
Anna turned and jogged towards her Q-50 fighter, the sleek silver craft sitting in its slot, pristine. Anna felt sick to her stomach as she climbed into the cockpit. She never thought she'd be put in this position. She didn't think she’d actually be engaging with an unknown enemy. When she joined, they said she'd just be helping keep peace throughout Earth's many colonies across its side of space. Nobody had seen anything that wasn't human in forty years, not since the Murtok-Terran war. Which was exactly why the Earth Territorial Line existed. Humans stayed on their side, Murtoks and Livens on each of theirs.
Something had finally crossed over.





CHAPTER TWO
A few days earlier…
The soft vibrations of the ship reverberated through the floor and up into Hayden Key’s head. He kept his eyes closed, blocking out the nervous, nauseous, and curious faces around him. Blocking them out was something he’d learned early on in his father’s political career. All the eyeballs staring at him, examining his every move, waiting for him to make a mistake. That skill was a valuable one, one he was happy to have as he focused on the vibrations of the ship’s engines. It allowed him to be alone in a shuttle filled with nervous cadets as they flew up to the ship that would take them to where the USTS Empire was stationed.
Hayden’s stomach turned as they blasted through the atmosphere. The inertial dampeners did a good job at keeping the g-forces to a minimum. No, the sickness came from the thought that the next time he was back in Earth’s atmosphere, he would officially be known as Lieutenant Key, an officer in the United States Space Force. Almost two years of training as an L-Cadet led up to this final training mission, the ultimate test of an officer’s abilities.
Hayden rubbed the stitching of the seatbelt that would hold him down to his seat as they crossed the threshold and entered zero-gravity. They still had a few more moments before that happened, and he cherished his last few seconds of natural gravity before spending the next few weeks trapped on a ship with the artificial kind.
“Hey, what’s your plan?” a voice next to him asked.
Hayden opened his dark green eyes. Lots of faces turned away, trying to pretend they weren’t watching. Next to him sat one of his best friends, Vick. His curly red hair floated around him as the ship entered the edge of Earth’s gravity.
“What do you mean?” Hayden asked.
“You gonna be a dick to your ‘constituents’,” Vick asked with a satisfied smile.
Vick was poking fun at his political upbringing, using a word like that. But Vick had been with Hayden ever since basic training, so this was something he’d grown used to. He was one of the only people that Hayden tolerated stuff like that from. “My only job is to make sure everybody stays out of trouble and reports to duty on time. I’m not their ruler.”
The noises from the ship got louder and louder. That meant the people sitting on board had to yell to be heard, sending everyone in an endless cycle of increasing volume .“What are you guys talking about?” yelled a girl from across the aisle.
Hayden paused, waiting to see if Vick was going to respond or not. Hayden glanced over at him, and given the glazed over, infatuated look on his face, Hayden assumed Vick wouldn’t be doing any talking anytime soon. “Vick and I are Cadet Leaders.” Hayden reached out and grabbed the laminated card that hung on a lanyard around his neck as it floated towards the ceiling. He showed her the card with the CL printed in large black letters on a red background.
The girl reached into her jacket and pulled out an identical card and showed it to Vick and Hayden. “Same here.”
“Oh yeah?” Hayden took another look at her. He didn’t recognize her, but then again, he didn’t know most of the people on the ship. “And what name is on the back of that card?” He all but yelled to be heard over the increasing commotion, finishing his question with a smirk.
The girl flipped her card around on her fingers, and her picture came into focus on the opposite side. “Millie Roscoe.” She smiled.
“Nice to meet you, Millie,” Hayden said. “Vick and I were talking about how we’re going to keep all our soldiers under control. Any ideas?” each
Millie glanced up and down their shuttle aisle at all of the people. “They seem like a rowdy bunch.” Her dark brown eyes returned to meet Hayden’s gaze. She pushed a frizzy curl of hair out from in front of her face. Drops of sweat floated off her dark brown skin.
Sweat peeled its way off Hayden’s forehead, tickling his skin. He hadn’t even realized how hot he was, but now, he was painfully aware. Air conditioning wasn't a priority on a vessel used only for the short trips between a planet’s surface and the ships above.
“I say we throw them out the airlock and have free run of the Empire ourselves,” she said. “I heard someone on the Canadian Space Force actually did that once.”
Vick let out a sharp laugh, too loud. He looked around, his face reddening, clearing his throat and looked down as if fascinating by the Empire’s metal deck.
“Don’t mind him,” Hayden said. “He’s afraid of heights, so the whole being miles above the Earth thing is really throwing him for a loop. Now I think you can probably add Canadians to that list too.” He looked back over at Vick whose face was as white as the fields of Milona flowers on the planet Dawn. Vick clearly hadn’t thought about how high up they were yet.
“A potential Space Fleet officer who’s afraid of heights and Canadians?” Millie asked.
Hayden shrugged. “Trust me, Vick is full of surprises.”
“Alright kids, we’re docking with the USS Gettysburg, so brace yourself for artificial gravity,” a man named Sergent Novak over the loud speaker boomed, silencing all the voices throughout the shuttle.
Hayden grabbed his CL badge and shoved it back inside his dark blue uniform. He held onto the bottom of his seat, and braced himself for the incoming gravity.
The ship shook as it docked with the Gettysburg and the hissing of the airlocks filled the room. The atmosphere now equalized, the whispers of the excited soldiers filled the air.
This is it, Hayden thought. The end of my training.
“Artificial gravity at ten percent,” Sergeant Novak said.
Hayden’s insides grew heavy and the seatbelt across his shoulders did less and less to hold him down. The voice counted up by the tens, before finally, the artificial gravity reached one hundred percent.
“Alright everybody, get up from your seats and I want each row to stand in a single file line. The entry corridor is a little tight, so we’re going to exit one row at a time,” the voice said over the speakers.
Hayden undid his seatbelt, and got up. The excitement was electric as everyone buzzed with anticipation. He stood straight behind Vick, who was a little wobbly to stand.
“Are you sure he’ll be okay?” Millie asked, the look on her face growing serious as she watched Vick.
Hayden patted Vick on the back, trying to do so hard enough to bring him back to reality without Millie noticing. “Oh, don’t worry, he’s good.”
Millie nodded and turned her focus back in front of her, but Hayden noticed the sideways glances she kept giving Vick.
“Alright, Row A, you’re up,” the voice boomed.
Hayden was in Row C out of D, so he was going to have to be a bit more patient before getting off the cramped shuttle. The whole process was only going to take less than a minute from start to finish, but to Hayden, time seemed to slow as the final step in his training approached and his destiny awaited.
The next row left, and Millie gave the two of them a small wave as she walked off.
“Row C, follow suit.”
The people in front of him began moving, and Hayden hesitated. This was really about to happen. He was really about to begin his journey to the ship he’d heard about all his life, to complete his final training that he’d been planning towards for years, before moving on to the career he’d been dreaming of since he was a kid when he’d first learned his father was a war hero.
And yet, he couldn’t take the step.
“Move it, your highness,” a gruff voice said behind him.
Anger bubbled up within him, but it was just the push he needed. He caught up to Vick, and along with the rest of the scared and determined soldiers of Row C, stepped onto the USS Gettysburg.





CHAPTER THREE
The room Hayden was bunking in buzzed with activity. It housed ten people, most of whom were strangers to each other. Except Hayden, of course. Hayden was no stranger to them. Word spread fast on the USS Gettysburg. It wasn’t long before he saw people walking past the open door to their room, slowing down to try and get a glimpse. To try and see if the rumors were true.
The bunks in the room were built into the cold metal wall, one on bottom and one on top. He sighed and sat down. He had to lean on his knees since the top bunk was too low to keep from hitting his head on it.
Vick pushed off from the top bed, landing in front of him. “You meet your squad yet?” he asked.
Hayden shook his head. “I’ll introduce myself at dinner.”
“Why wait? Gotta assert your dominance early,” Vick said, smacking a fist into his opposing palm.
Hayden raised an eyebrow and chuckled. “It’s not like we’re actually their squad leaders. We can’t even boss them around really, just make sure they don’t die. Hardly meaningful work.”
Vick shrugged. “Gotta start somewhere.”
“How’d you ‘assert your dominance’, Vick?” someone asked.
Vick turned and stared at Millie standing there. Hayden smiled as he realized she’d been listening the whole time. She was sly. He thought of himself as perceptive, but she was so into unpacking her belongings and placing them inside the drawers that sat next to the bunks. He never thought she was listening.
“I—uh, you know. I, uh, just told them to, you know…” Vick stammered.
“I don’t know,” she said, smiling as she shook her head. “That’s why I’m asking you.”
Vick let out another one of his hard, loud laughs. “Yeah, I know! I just mean, you know. I told them who’s boss.”
She looked him up and down and smirked. “Oh, I’m sure you did.”
Hayden laughed and shook his head. It was nice to see someone giving Vick shit for once.
“Is this how you act whenever anyone talks to you?” Millie asked, squinting her eyes.
Vick’s face flushed bright red. Hayden wanted to laugh even harder, but he held it in. He wanted to see where this was going.
Vick shook his head. “No, I—of course not.”
“Remember, Millie. Afraid of heights,” Hayden said with a grin.
“Are there even heights in space?” She looked at Vick, shook her head and shrugged. “I’m sorry, I’ll stop now. You’re just too much fun, Vick. I can’t wait to see how you act when you meet Captain Ivan.”
Hayden’s heart skipped a beat and his smile melted.
Captain Joshua Ivan.
He was actually going to meet him.
“You okay, sir?” Millie asked. “Look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Hayden looked up, a distant voice drawing him back to reality. He shook his head. “I’m fine. Please don’t call me sir.”
Standing out from everyone else was inevitable for Hayden, and there were times in his life where he looked down on people for not addressing him with respect. But once he joined the military, that all changed. Now he wanted nothing more than to be the same as the soldier to his right or left. But now, more than ever, it seemed people were giving him the attention he once so desperately desired.
“He’s just nervous about meeting Captain Ivan.” Vick leaned up against the bunks, crossing his arms.
“Why? You get on his bad side somehow? He’s been on the Empire for almost two years, so you must’ve done something to remember,” Millie said, leaning up against the wall to his right. “Sleep with one of his daughters?”
“It’s not that. Never met either of them. I’ve never met the man, in fact. He served with my dad though, back in the Mortuk war.”
She stood up a little bit taller. “Oh yeah, that’s right!” Her gaze wandered off, a smile growing across her face. “I bet you’ve got a lot of stories about the two of them.” Her head snapped back to Hayden. “Got any you can share that I can use for blackmail?”
Hayden sighed and shook his head. “Not quite. That’s the problem. I used to look forward to getting to meet him so I could ask him about my dad’s military experience. He was never one for sharing, other the fact that he wanted me to join Space Fleet.”
Her eyebrows furrowed. “He never told you about his time in the war? But he’s a hero.”
“Exactly. It seems like everyone else knows more about my dad’s history than I do.” Hayden regretted it as soon as he started talking. This was oversharing, and needed to reign it in. Many times he’d killed conversations and made moments awkward when he started talking. He just didn’t know when to stop. People wanted to listen to him because of who he was, but he learned quick that all they really wanted to do was just hear him talk. Wanted to find out a secret or two that they could share with their friends, or leak to the tabloids.
“Well, hopefully you’ll get Captain Ivan to fill you in on some of your dad’s exploits.” She nudged his arm.
“Probably not. His dad’s the one who stationed Captain Ivan to the Empire,” Vick said.
Hayden shot him a look, and Vick’s eyes grew wide as he stuck the figurative foot in mouth.
“Wait, wait, you mean—”
“Well, look who it is,” a voice boomed from the entrance to the sleeping quarters.
Hayden looked up, and standing in the doorway was Ben Tillows. His cheeks grew hot as anxiety burned within.. Vick groaned next to him.
Of all the people that could be sent to the Empire at the same time as Hayden, of course it had to be Ben.
“What are you doing here, Ben? I didn’t think Space Fleet liked people who came in second place.” Hayden stood up and crossed his arms.
A few people inhaled sharp at Hayden’s jab as the other soldiers began to watch the encounter unfold.
“You shut your damn mouth, Key!” Ben stepped forward and pointed his index finger at Hayden as if it would shoot laser beams. He then stood up straight, his hand falling to his side, as if he’d broken character and was returning to the script he’d written in his head. “I smelled your stench from the other side of the Gettysburg. Thought I’d come and pay my respects.” He bowed with an elaborate flourish, smiling at his attempt of mockery.
Hayden took a step forward—something he’d learned he had to do with Ben early on in Space Fleet training. “Why don’t you get out of here, Tillow? This room is reserved for people who have parents with morals.”
Ben’s eyes flared. “You don’t know when to stop, do you, Hayden?”
“Oh, I know when to stop. It’s your dad who needs to learn when he’s beat.”
Ben lunged forward and swung at him. The sudden attack took Hayden by surprise, and the punch connected with his jaw. Hayden stumbled backwards, pain shooting through his head.
“I could have you thrown into the brig and out of Space Fleet for that!” Hayden shouted, reverting to asserting his status as he normally did whenever he was embarrassed or faced with a fight he couldn’t win. It was something Hayden hated doing, but when he was backing into a corner, he couldn’t help himself.
“I should be saying that to you, you son of a bitch.” Ben clenched his fists, seething.
Even though Ben was a couple inches taller and did better in combat training then Hayden, he wasn’t going to let him get away with insulting his mother.
Hayden lunged at Ben, pulling his legs out from underneath him, sending him smashing into the ground. People around him began shouting, but nobody did anything. Nobody wanted to touch Hayden, for fear of what might happen next. Hayden punched Ben in the face, and he had to admit that releasing all the pent up emotions that had built up over the past few days felt good. Really good. Almost intoxicating. Hayden got one more punch in before someone hooked their arms beneath his. He looked behind him and met Vick’s eyes.
He didn’t fight him.
He’d done enough.
Ben jumped up from the ground, but Millie and a couple other people stepped in and blocked him.
“Get out of my way!” Ben shouted.
“You’ve done enough.” An Asian man who was just as tall as Ben pushed him back.
Ben looked him up and down, and eyed all the other soldiers that had gathered around him. He straightened out his uniform and locked eyes with Hayden, raising that index finger once again. “You watch yourself, Key.” He turned and walked out of the room.
“How about you watch yourself,” Millie shouted after him. “You stay away from the Sir!”
Everyone turned and looked at Hayden. He wiped the bit of blood from his lip and smiled. “Where was that comradery when I got punched the first time?”
A few chuckled but others just shook their heads and rolled their eyes.
Hayden’s smile wavered. He didn’t like where this was going already. He liked it when he was put into a class of complete strangers. It was a chance to be a new person, a chance to be one of the rest of them. And yet, it always seemed like Ben Tillow was right around the corner, a gust of wind to knock down his house of cards.
“That guy wouldn’t happen to be the son of Jonathan Tillow, would he?” Mille pointed her thumb at the door behind her.
“Yep. That’s the one,” Hayden said.
“Yikes. The grudge makes sense,” Millie said, letting out a sharp exhale. “Sorry sir,” she said, once she noticed the look on Hayden’s face.
“It’s fine.” He laid down on his bunk. “And don’t call me ‘sir’.” With that, Hayden pulled the curtain to his bunk shut. He laid in the dark, rubbing his sore jaw, once again listening to the things people whispered about him just as he’d done for the past two years.





CHAPTER FOUR
The alarms woke Captain Joshua Ivan from his deep sleep.
“Status report,” he mumbled, without even sitting up. The red alarm light fading in and out, bathing the room in a red glow.
“Burst water pipe in Level A, Section D,” said the slightly robotic voice of Angelica, the artificial intelligence aboard the USTS Empire. She could detect Ivan’s voice even though it could barely be heard over the alarms.
“WorkerBots en route?” Ivan groaned as he sat up in his bed.
“Yes, sir, although I do wish you would stop calling them that. They’re much more advanced than the robots you refer to as ‘WorkerBots’,” Angelica said.
Ivan rolled his eyes as he stood up. He couldn’t believe he was being corrected by a computer. “Yeah, yeah. Tell the WorkerBots to stand down. I’ll take care of it.” He could’ve sworn he heard Angelica sigh.
“As you wish, Captain. Although do be careful. If you change your mind, let me know. I’ll send the MetaBots to take over should you need it.”
“I don’t need help replacing a pipe from damn WorkerBots,” he said as the alarms shut off and the lights in the room returned to normal. “Save them for a job I can’t do.”
“Of course, Captain Ivan. I’ll monitor the situation and inform you of any new developments.”
Ivan threw on his clothes fast, not worrying about properly buttoning up his uniform or how his hair looked. Being the only human on an entire Bovoran class warship, presentation was the last thing on his mind, especially since he needed to hurry up and get down to the leak before the whole ship flooded.
He entered the code in the keypad on the wall and a hissing sound emanated from it as the door slid open. Ivan jogged down the hallway toward the elevator, hoping he wasn’t making the wrong decision by not letting the MetaBots do the job. Of course, it was just a burst pipe. Nothing anyone in their mid-fifties couldn’t handle, much less a Captain in the United States Space Fleet.
Not even supposed to be just a Captain. Ivan reached the elevator and stepped inside. He pressed the button to take him down to Section A. With every floor he passed, he grew more and more bitter. He couldn’t believe he was fixing a pipe on his own ship. He should’ve had a crew—an army of people keeping the vessel running at tip-top shape. Instead, all he had was himself and a bunch of MetaBots.
Bunch of good for nothing WorkerBots. Technically, he knew they were MetaBots. It made no difference to Ivan, though. Way out here, hooked up to an isolated computer system on a ship way past its prime, the MetaBots were practically useless. They were always glitching, tripping over each other, never getting anything done. “Not like I’m counting on them to keep this whole place running,” he said to himself as the elevator reached its destination. “Can’t be bothered to make sure I at least got some help that’s not useless, can you?” he asked the USSF seal that sat emblazoned on the wall immediately outside the elevator door.
Ivan walked down the hallway, the echo of his boots the only sound in the metal hallway. He stuck his hand out, tapping his fingers on the support beams that ran along the rounded metal walls. The sound of flowing water along with the puddle on the ground lead the way.
He turned the corner, and halfway down the hall was the burst pipe, water gushing from it as it hung slightly off the wall. Ivan sighed, muttering a curse word under his breath. “Hey Angelica,” he said as he walked towards the broken pipe, the water splashing beneath him. “I’m going to need some WorkerBots to bring me a new pipe. There’s no salvaging this one, going to have to replace the whole thing.”
“So you’re going to need the WorkerBots’ help after all?” Angelica asked, her voice sounding almost catty.
Ivan grabbed the wheel next to the pipe, grunting as he turned it, shutting off the water valve. “Just bring me the damn pipe.”
He stepped back and had to take a moment to catch his breath. The valve was harder to turn than he’d anticipated. He stood alone in the hallway, the sound of the last bit of water dripping from the pipe and into the pool of water that filled the hallway. He waited for the WorkerBots to come, shaking his head. Congratulations on the promotion. And
the bitterness returned.

Captain Ivan sat down in front of his computer in his quarters. He’d just showered, and felt like taking a nap. Repairing the pipe wasn’t too difficult, but the cleanup took forever. Not to mention the fact that he’d only had four hours of sleep. Still, despite it all, he knew he wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep.
He looked at the clock on his computer. It was 5:45 am on the East Coast of America. “Angelica, call Beth.”
“Are you sure, Captain?” Angelica responded.
Ivan tightened his fist and gritted his teeth. “I get enough insubordination from my trainees. I don’t need a damned AI questioning me!” He raised his voice, annoyance rushing through him. He relaxed himself, somewhat embarrassed he’d just blown up at a computer program. He exhaled and waited to hear the voice of his eldest daughter.
“Hey Dad!”
Ivan’s eyes shot open and he sat up in his seat. He smiled at his daughter’s image on the computer screen. Her brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She sipped on a cup of tea, her glasses fogging from the steam. “Hey sweetheart.” She didn’t look a day older than the last time he saw her, back before he was alone. “What are you up to?”
“Just about to make lunch.” She set her glass down.
Ivan glanced back at the clock.
5:47 am.
“Dammit!” Computers on the old ship couldn’t get the details right anymore, and when it came to simulations, the devil was in the details.
“When are you coming back home, Dad?” Her voice wasn’t quite right.
Ivan took a moment before responding, studying her face. The computers were able to get her image right. She looked just like Beth, that was for sure. Now if only they could get their act together and make everything else work perfectly, just like the computers back on Earth would've been able to. “I don’t know, it’ll be a while.” His heart wasn’t in it anymore, but he had nothing else to do. “Got some new recruits coming in soon, so I have to go get ready for them.”
“Going so soon?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.
Ivan nodded, leaning forward in his seat. “I’m sorry. I’m just not buying it this time. Maybe next time. Maybe after a drink or two I’ll believe you’re real.”
A smiled crossed Beth’s face. One that seemed so real and perfectly Beth, it made Ivan’s stomach twist a little. “Maybe next time, Dad.”
The image faded, and the software closed itself. He sighed and sat back in his seat. Back on Earth, the computers were able to simulate his eldest daughter perfectly. He’d be able to have conversations with her, and Ivan was almost able to believe that she wasn’t dead.
Almost.
Ivan picked up his cup of water and drank the last few drops. He gripped the metal tumbler tight in his hand, and tossed it across the room, the anger and bitterness taking over. Nothing ever went right on the Empire. Nothing ever worked out in his favor. If only he’d kept his mouth shut, stayed in line, maybe then he’d be able to be back on Earth. Back with people, both living and dead.
Ivan shook his head. He knew he really couldn’t have done that. He wouldn’t have been able to live with himself. He looked around his large living quarters, taking in the place that’d been his home for the past year and a half.
He tapped the thin computer screen that sat on his desktop, pulling up the countdown. Two days, twenty-three hours, four minutes. That’s how long it’d be before the Empire had another soul besides himself on board. He knew that by the end of the two weeks training, he’d be sick and tired of everybody, longing to be left alone for just a few minutes. But the two weeks of isolation before a new shipment of recruits came grew to be torture of its own, as Ivan was now experiencing.
Just a couple more days. He leaned back in his chair. Then this will all be over with.





CHAPTER FIVE
Captain Ivan sipped his peppermint green tea as he watched over the WorkerBot feeds. They were humanoid in the sense that they had two arms, legs, and a head, but that’s where the similarities stopped. Their bodies were large and square in order to hold all the peripherals they needed for any task that stood in their way. They would travel up their bulky arms, before appearing at the end of whichever appendage they needed.
Ivan took another sip of his tea, and grimaced at the sweet minty flavor. Despite his disdain for the tea, he’d run out of coffee a couple days beforehand and needed to get his caffeine from somewhere.
“Aw hell,” he muttered to himself. One of the MetaBots had become disconnected from the network for a few moments. Instead of just shutting down, it continued its task until it reconnected to the network and was told otherwise. Unfortunately for the MetaBot next to it, its task was tightening up some rivets on the outside of the ship. The MetaBot’s drill dug into the one next to it. Moments later, the murderous MetaBot reconnected to the network, and stopped drilling into its robotic brother.
“Angelica, did we just lose another WorkerBot?” Ivan asked.
“Just a moment, sir. MetaBot 47J-02 has sustained serious damage. I’m recalling it and MetaBot 72X-87.”
Ivan watched as the once-malfunctioning MetaBot grabbed the body of the its victim, rolling along the outside of the ship using its magnetic feet. Ivan imagined the MetaBot that had drilled into the other was now realizing its mistake, and was distraught as it pulled the shell of its brother back inside. Its body damaged and its computers shut down, it was effectively dead. But it could be repaired. There was hope for it yet. Soon 72X-87 and 47J-02 would be right back on the outside of the ship, working together like nothing had gone wrong. Like one hadn’t tried to kill the other and then had to drag the lifeless body of the other back to safety.
A lump rose in his throat as he thought of this fantasy world where MetaBots were more than just advanced robotics, this world where they were more human than not. The lump grew as, suddenly, in this fantasy world, they weren’t just MetaBots. They were humans. They weren’t just in space, either. They were on a battlefield on some distant planet, far from home, fighting off the aliens that wanted nothing more than to see Ivan and his friends dead.
Ivan could almost feel the body in his hands.
Explosions and blaster shots flying all around him.
Ships screeching across the sky.
Blood slick as it ran down his arms and soaked into his shirt.
Not his blood, the blood of the soldier that died in his arms. He’d never met the guy formally. Their introduction was the man’s right leg getting blown off by a bombing run from an alien ship. Ivan scooped him up in his arms and ran him back to base. The soldier was only alive in his arms for a few moments, only Ivan didn’t know that.
The blood.
The battle.
The heat.
The burning.
A searing pain rose from Ivan’s lap. He looked down and realized he’d spilt his tea. “Aw shit.” He jumped up from his seat and set his mug down on the desk. He moved towards his quarters then stopped. A blue blinking on the corner of his computer screen caught his eye.
Ivan blindly reached for his chair behind him. He grabbed it and pulled it forward, sitting as close to his computer screen as possible. The pain from the spilt tea faded. The hurt from the memories faded. All he could think about now was that someone had actually contacted him. All he could smell was the sweet peppermint.
He tapped the screen and the message opened. It was from Admiral Carvol. Ivan wasn’t sure whether or not he should be excited or scared.
Attn: Captain Ivan:
How you doing, pal? Been a long time since we talked. Care to chat? I’ll give you a call in five.
Carvol
Ivan blinked and read the message again. He couldn’t believe the Admiral actually wanted to talk to him. They hadn’t spoken in forever. Ivan hadn’t talked to any of his old friends in the service, really. No one wanted to risk it, for fear of the repercussions.
Ivan looked down at his lap. His uniform was stained. He looked at the clock. Only two minutes before Admiral Carvol called and he wasn’t going to make the man wait.
Ivan got up as fast as his old bones would allow and ran over to the closet. He pulled out his spare Space Fleet uniform. The dark blue jacket buttoned up over a plan white undershirt. He didn’t have time to move his Capitan’s medallion over to the new one. He sat down in his chair right as the call alert flashed. The face of his old friend filled the screen.
“Joshua, it’s a pleasure to see you!” Admiral Carvol exclaimed, his smile wide and eyes sparkling. His face had considerably more wrinkles and his head considerably less hair than the last time Ivan had seen him. But he was still the same old Admiral Carvol. His bright green eyes assured Ivan of that.
“How you been, Admiral?” Ivan asked, unsure of how casual this call was going to be. The Fleet left Ivan to his own devices for the most part, so whenever he received a call from his superior, he was afraid it’d be because of bad news.
“Come on, Joshua. You’re among friends.”
First name, then. “That’s good to hear, Percy. Not sure how many of those I’ve got left Earthside.”
“Nonsense. You’ve got plenty of friends,” Carvol said. “Just not many who can do anything about your current situation.”
“I don’t suppose you’re calling about that?” Ivan asked. “I’m getting a bit stir-crazy out here.”
Carvol shifted and glanced away. “Unfortunately, no. Still looks as if the only way you’re getting out of that assignment is if you retire.”
Ivan sighed and leaned back. He didn’t realize how much he hoped his dream would come true until Carvol shot it down. “Like hell I’ll retire. I should be an Admiral right now, serving alongside you. I’m not going to retire until I make it.”
“Still as stubborn as ever.” Carvol chuckled, his cheeks flushing.
Ivan’s mouth was a straight line. “What are you calling me about, Percy?”
Carvol cleared his throat and looked down. He picked at the nonexistent lint on his dark blue uniform, his chestful of medals tinkling against each other and the tiny golden eagles on each side of his collar reflecting the light. “I wanted to talk to you about one of the new recruits that will be coming aboard the Empire within the next couple of days.” Carvol looked back at the camera, his eyes locking with Ivan’s.
Ivan sat up straighter. “Are you sure you’re supposed to be telling me this?”
He shook his head. “I’m not.” His voice lowered. “This cadet’s activities and assignments are classified for security purposes. But I owed you a heads up.”
A pit form in his stomach. “Who?”
“Hayden Key. He did the advanced training, of course. His two years are up, and the Empire is his last training assignment. He’ll be aboard soon. Already on his way.”
Ivan wasn’t sure what to think. What to feel. Just the mention of Hayden’s name brought up conflicting feelings. One thing was clear: the face of Hayden’s father, Gerald Key. The man who sent him to the Empire, a hell of an assignment. Gerald Key was the reason Ivan was Captain, and not Admiral.
“Joshua, are you alright?” Corval asked.
Ivan’s fingernails cut into his palm. He relaxed his fist, his knuckles turning from white back to their regular color. “Yeah, Percy. I’m alright.” But I’m not.
“I just thought that I’d give you a heads up. He’s been good in his years in training. He aced his combat training, flight training, pretty much everything you’d want out of an L-Recruit. Shouldn’t give you too much trouble.”
“Why here?” Ivan asked, almost more to himself than to Corval. “Why send him to the Empire? To me? His father could’ve passed him without having to participate in the Empire simulations.”
Corval shook his head. “I’ve got no idea. From what I’ve heard about this kid though, I don’t think he would’ve let his father do it even if he tried.”
Ivan stood up from his chair and scoffed. “Great, the son of the universe’s biggest asshole is a saint. That always works out well.”
Corval remained still, his face a cryptic mask.
“That son of a bitch had the nerve to station me all the way out here—right after what happened with Beth too! Why’s he trying to get at me like this? He’s already won and he’s gotta rub it in my face like this?”
“Joshua, please, don’t read too much into this. Empire’s where everybody goes for wartime simulations. You and I trained on Empire ourselves for Chrissakes! Don’t think this is some way of Key trying to get at you. It’s just regulations.”
Ivan turned and stormed towards his computer. “Don’t speak to me about regulations, Percy! This is another one of his mind games. I know it. I oughta ring his neck myself,” Ivan said, wrapping his hands around Gerald Key’s imaginary neck before him. After two years on this hellish assignment, he’d fantasized plenty about what he’d do to him.
“Careful, Captain,” Corval began, leaning forward in his chair. “Making threats like that could get you court-martialed and imprisoned.”
Ivan wanted to continue, but Corval was right. He was taking things too far. He reached behind him and grabbed his chair. He pulled it closer and sat down, rubbing his face in his hands. Too many memories he’d pushed away came up all at once. Too many emotions he’d tried to forget about.
It was two years ago that he received the orders to captain the Empire. He knew he was being punished. That was abundantly clear. Everything the universe threw at him was punishment, even after all he did, not just for his brothers in arms, but also for his race. He couldn’t remember who exactly had handed him his orders. All he could think about was the fact that Gerald Key was too much of a coward to do it himself. With the death of his daughter just days before, when he left that office, all he could do was cry—out of fear, shame and anger. But mainly it was sadness. Sadness from a lost daughter, a lost friend, and a lost dream.
And at the mention of Hayden Key’s name, Ivan was right back there.
“Ivan, can you handle this?” Corval asked.
Ivan cleared his throat and straightened out his uniform. Acting like this in front of a commanding officer was shameful, but Corval was more than that to him. The two of them had been through hell together. Corval was a friend—and more than that, he understood. “I’ve got this. It’ll take some getting used to, but Hayden Key is just another soldier for me to train. It’ll get done, and in two weeks, Gerald’s precious L-Cadet will be a lieutenant. I’ll never have to see him again.”
Corval nodded, a small smile on his face. His eyes betrayed him, though, as there was still sadness in them. “Good to hear.”
“Thank you for letting me know in advance, Percy. I really appreciate you looking out for me,” Ivan said.
“Anytime, Joshua. I better get going. You take care of yourself, alright?”
Ivan nodded and forced a smile. “I’ll try.”
Corval hung up. Ivan let out a long sigh.
Most people would relish training the son of President Gerald Key. But all Ivan could think about was how much he wanted the next two weeks to be over with as soon as possible.





CHAPTER SIX
Hayden stepped foot off the shuttle and onto the hangar deck of the USTS Empire in awe. People who’d arrived earlier buzzed around him, exploring every inch of the room. He looked around at the rows and rows of S-23 fighter ships, also known as Mamba’s. He imagined what it’d be like to hop into one of them and fly off into space, fighting off alien ships. There were H-27 Deathstorm bombers lined up in the hanger as well, their large forms more rigid than the sleek fighters, taking up twice as much space as one, too.
“Where do we go now, sir?”
Hayden turned, ready to tell whoever it was not to call him ‘sir’. But the man wasn’t calling him ‘sir’ because he was the First Son of the United States. He was the man’s squad leader. He much preferred that reasoning over the other, even if the result was the same. “We’ll wait here until everybody else is transferred over from the Gettysburg. Then Captain Ivan should come and welcome us, before we go off to our quarters. Sound good?”
The nervous faces of the five people in his squad looked up at him, their eyes wide as they nodded. Hayden had spent his time on the Gettysburg getting to know them. There were Leon and Henry, two brothers with shaved heads who were both infantrymen. There wasn’t much for them to do during these types of simulations given that infantry were mainly trained for ground combat, but they still had to experience life on an actual warship. They had two weeks of guard duty and cleanup work ahead of them.
Next came Miri, a tall, bulky Middle Eastern girl who looked as if she could pass for a marine, but instead served as an enlisted communications specialist. She didn’t vote for Hayden’s dad, and wasn’t afraid to let that fact be known.
Then there was Cecily, one of two marines in the squad. Like infantrymen on crack, the marines spent twice as long training and with double the weapons. They even had basic flight training just in case they ever needed to pilot a fighter in an emergency.
The other marine was Allen, the Chinese-American guy who stood up for Hayden during his altercation with Ben. It was far from an ideal first impression, but there was nothing Hayden could do to change that now. He had to focus now on making sure they stayed out of trouble and got to their assignments on time, as well as getting all his work done himself. Thankfully that’s exactly what he’d trained to do as an L-Cadet for the past two years. It’s also why L-Cadets were the only ones trusted enough to be Cadet Leaders.
Hayden knew how much responsibility that was. The Space Fleet trusted them to keep things under control for the next two weeks—their first real test of leadership without having a lieutenant or commander hovering nearby. It was time for Hayden to prove himself—that he was capable enough to live up to the L-Cadet name. If everything went just right, in two weeks he’d graduate straight to the rank of lieutenant with enough special training and commendations to go anywhere in the fleet—to do anything he wanted.
“Attention!” a voice boomed.
He turned and faced the direction of the sound, raising his hand to his brow in sallute. He glanced to his left and right and realized while he was lost in thought his entire squad had left him. He tried to see where they went, but a sea of people had crammed into the hangar deck of the Empire.
Hayden’s eyes wandered to the walkway that hung twenty feet above the floor of the hangar, only a third of the way up the wall, the tall ceiling of the room many more feet above. He searched for the face of the man he’d wanted to speak to for so long. Although his dad had made it almost impossible by stationing his former friend all the way out here to the Empire, he finally was looking at him in the flesh.
He stared at Captain Ivan, his hand glued to his forehead in a crisp salute. All the fear and anxiety rushed back in and settled in his legs. The seemed to spin beneath his feet, and he thought for a moment he’d fall over. He was a fresh recruit again, just like two years ago. He was staring at a man of immense history and intellect. A man he was excited to learn from. But all he could think about was how it was his father’s fault he was way out here, on an assignment so far beneath him.
Would he give him the time of day? Would he hold a grudge against him because of Dad? It was the story of his life. People who don’t agree with the father hating the son, even though he didn’t do anything wrong—Ben Tillow being a great example, one that had been a thorn in his side for years.
“At ease,” Captain Ivan said in a smooth, intelligent, powerful voice, one that would’ve dominated the room even if he wasn’t everyone’s commanding officer. “Welcome aboard the United States Training Ship Empire. I am the captain of this vessel, Captain Ivan. I am your commanding officer for the next two weeks. Whatever I say, you do. This is a wartime simulation, ladies and gentlemen, and despite how it may sound, it is not a game. You L-Cadets have been training for two years for this day. Some of you may not have been training for nearly as long, but the next two weeks will be just as important for you. They will define your careers as soldiers in the Space Fleet.”
You could hear a pin from in the room as the recruits listened to a man who—according to some—had saved every person in the room forty years ago. Hayden knew for a fact he wouldn’t be there if it not for Captain Ivan. He’d heard—not from his father, of course, but from others—that Captain Ivan had saved his dad numerous times in the Mortuk war.
“Follow your cadet leader to your bunks. There will be two squads to a room, with the name of your cadet leader printed on the door to the bunk. Get settled in, get some rest. We start training tomorrow. One last thing,” he said. “This ship is currently being operated by a fleet of Wor—MetaBots. Do not interact with them. They all have video cameras and security sensors on board, so if you foolishly decide to ignore my orders and tamper with one of them, we will find out who you are. You will be expelled from Space Fleet. That is all. Dismissed.”
The room exploded in a rush of excitement. Everybody talked fast and loud, throwing out theories on what the next two weeks would hold. Whether or not their bunks would be comfortable, what the food would be like—all sorts of things that they’d already talked to death, but now that they were on the Empire the topics took on a new life.
Hayden didn’t participate, however. He stared up at the point on the balcony where the Captain had been addressing them, unable to shake the feeling that Ivan had been looking directly at him the entire time. He could’ve been looking at any of the hundreds of fellow soldiers around him. It was impossible to tell from that far away. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the next two weeks were going to be hell.





CHAPTER SEVEN
Hayden sat on his bunk, tablet in hand, going over everybody’s assignments for the next day. Whomever he was sharing a room with hadn’t shown up with their squad, so for now it was just Hayden and his group. “Alright.” He stood up. “Everybody pay attention.”
The room quieted and the faces of his squad looked up at him. They stood up, ready to listen.
“Miri, you’re to report to the bridge tomorrow. You have the first shift handling long range communications, so congratulations on that.”
Miri’s face turned slightly green. If she was trying to keep her nervousness a secret, she wasn’t doing a good job.
Then again, Hayden wasn’t sure anybody was. He also wasn’t sure he could blame anybody. The next two weeks would be a big deal. They’d already been trained by the best in the Fleet at their specific duties. Now it was time to find out if that training had paid off.
All those times he didn’t pay close attention in class, or blew it off entirely, flooded back to him. He imagined that everybody else, as well, was praying that their laziness wasn’t about to come and bite them in the ass.
“Leon and Henry.” Hayden pointed to the two brothers who stood leaning against the wall, whispering to each other. “The two of you are going to report to the armory at 0800 tomorrow morning, where E-Cadet Josiah will be your superior officer for the day. You’ll do whatever she says.
“You mean we went through all this training and we’re going to be under an ensign?” Leon whined.
“That’s some bullshit,” Henry said.
“Watch it, Henry,” Hayden said, raising a finger. “Cadet Josiah is more than capable. If you don’t like it, suck it up, and wait a day for the assignments to rotate.” Hayden didn’t wait for a response, he kept on issuing his squad’s orders until every one of them knew exactly when and where they’d be the next morning.
“What about you?” Allen pulled a chair out from the metal table in the center of the room and sat down. He extracted a deck of cards from his back pocket and began to shuffle.
“I don’t know yet. That’s actually what I’m about to go find out. I’ve got a debriefing with Captain Ivan,” Hayden said, addressing the rest of the room now instead of just Allen. “It shouldn’t take too long, but until then I expect all of you will be on your best behavior. In my absence, Cecily and Allen are in charge.”
“Why the two of them?” Miri asked, flashing them a look.
“They’re marines—if any of you start some shit, they can end it.” Hayden walked towards the rounded metal door that sat in the wall like something he’d seen in the submarines of his military history textbooks. “I’ll be back soon,” he said, and with that, he walked out the open door, on his way to his first meeting with Captain Ivan.

Vick and Hayden walked down the hallway towards the elevator. Hayden struggled to lift his feet with ease, as if cement blocks had been tied around his ankles. Why was he dreading this? He’d been looking forward to it almost his entire life. Those already in the Fleet always said Wartime simulations were the most fun part of Space Fleet training. A time where you’re put to the test and get your first taste of what life in the fleet will be like. But thanks to his dad, Captain Ivan was sure to hold a grudge against Hayden in his father’s absence.
“How you feeling?” Vick asked.
“I think I might need to throw up.”
Vick threw his head back and laughed. “Come on, dude. It’s not like the Captain is going to throw you out the airlock. Just keep your head down and you’ll get through the next two weeks easy. We’ll be lieutenants before you know it.”
Hayden nodded his head and let out a deep breath. “I guess I’m just bitter. This should be an awesome two weeks. A time to put ourselves to the test. Instead, I just want it to be over with. I’m afraid he’ll give me bad marks and then I’ll get stuck in some shitty assignment.”
“You think the son of the President of the United States is going to get stuck scrubbing toilets in Alaska?” Vick asked.
Hayden shot him a sideways glance as they reached the elevator and entered. “It wouldn’t be the first time I got stuck scrubbing toilets.”
Vick clapped his hands together and laughed. “Commander Bivis just doesn’t have a sense of humor. That first year, too. They were trying to break you. You, more than the others.”
Hayden nodded. “That’s exactly it. Preferential treatment is the last thing I want.”
Vick shrugged. “You’re the son of the Commander in Chief. Whether you like it or not, preferential treatment is what you’re going to get. Good and bad.”
Hayden didn’t respond, frowning. Vick wasn’t exactly doing a great job at making him feel better. The elevator slowed as the trip from Level B to Level D reached its end. The doors slid open and the two of them stepped out.
Hayden looked down at the tablet in his hand and watched as his small blue dot moved along the screen towards the large red one that pulsated, signaling their destination down the hall.
“You think we’ll know our way around this ship by the end of the two weeks?” Vick asked.
“I don’t know. We learned the layout of the bases down on Earth pretty fast, so maybe.” They reached the meeting room.
At least fifty people were stuffed into the meeting room in five rows of ten chairs each. Each row was staggered up so everybody had a clear view of the podium. Ahead of each row, a large desk ran from end to end where people had their tablets propped up.
They were early—no sign of Captain Ivan yet. Hayden and Vick walked up the stairs on the side and sat down at the top row of desks. Hayden propped up his tablet using the kickstand and waited in the cold conference room for the Captain to enter.
The door in the back of the room swung open and Captain Ivan strode out. He stood tall and fit, his hair perfectly brushed. His face was clean shaven and a few faint scars marked his skin. He walked with purpose to the podium, not making eye contact with anyone in the room. It was almost as if he was making an effort not to look at the L-Cadets.
“Take your seats. This shouldn’t be long.” He reached the podium and placed a tablet on top.





CHAPTER EIGHT
Everything felt weird to Hayden. It was like he was back on Earth and was about to be lectured on how to safely perform an emergency ejection from a Mamba, or dissect the Battle of Hivlan to figure out what the leaders did right or wrong.
“You’re all L-Cadets,” Ivan began, looking out on the crowd for the first time. “You’ve spent the past two years training for almost every job in the Space Fleet. You’re leaders, and I expect you to act as such. There are no lieutenants and commanders here watching your every move, telling you which way to go about things. If you screw something up, it’s your own damn fault. And trust me, there are people watching.” He turned and pointed up at a black camera that sat in the corner. “This feed is being transmitted across the Quantum Network back to the Space Fleet base Nile floating over the colony Cygen.” He looked back at the crowd of L-Cadets with a sideways smile. “So don’t try any shit unless you want to be expelled from Space Fleet.”
Hayden relaxed. So there would be video evidence if Captain Ivan tried to frame him for anything. He mentally kicked himself for thinking that. This man is a hero and served alongside Dad. A wave of shame rolled over him and his cheeks reddened. Ivan would never do such a thing. But he could still very well do his best to make Hayden’s life hell over the next two weeks.
“Now we’ll deal with the assignments. I wanted to give you these personally because, as L-Cadets, you’ve been waiting two years for this day. You deserve to be told your assignments in person, not over some tablet.” Ironically, Ivan then punched in something on his tablet, pulling up the list of assignments. “You will be rotated around so you can get their hands on everything. I know you think you know it all already, but you’ll be surprised at how much there is to learn when you’re actually in space on a warship running simulations, trust me. When you graduate to the rank of lieutenant, I want to make sure the assignment you request will be one that you know you can do and —most importantly—enjoy. That’s why I want to make sure you all get a little bit of time in each position.”
Hayden watched as the words Ivan spoke appeared on his tablet screen, the microphone inside transcribing every word. These were all things he’d heard many times over the years and he couldn’t help but wonder if Ivan was stalling. Stop that. Not everything’s about you. He might not even care you’re here. The chances of that were slim though, and Hayden knew it.
“First of all, there’s the assignment I know everyone want to try,” Ivan said with a sly smile, his hands wrapping around the sides of his podium, his knuckles turning white. “Executive Officer,” he said with a spark in his eye.
Hayden looked around the room. They hung on his every word, silently begging that he’d say their name next. Hayden sunk back in his seat a little bit, dreading what would come next. There were fifty of them in the room and they only had fourteen days aboard the Empire. With any other assignment, L-Cadets could switch roles throughout the day. But not with XO. Which meant that only fourteen people could be XO—the fourteen with the highest training scores. Hayden knew there was no way he wasn’t on that list, but he silently prayed that he might be the fifteenth smartest person in the room. It was the first time he’d ever wished for a bad grade.
“Our first XO will be Hayden Key,” Captain Ivan said.
They all turned and looked at him and, for the first time, Ivan met his eyes. There was no doubting it this time. Ivan’s eyes bored into Hayden, along with those of everyone else in the room.
Hayden tried his best to keep a neutral look on his face but, on the inside, he was dying. He nodded to the Captain but Captain Ivan turned back to his tablet and opened his mouth to speak again. Hayden glanced upwards at the dark metal ceiling. Prayers must’ve gotten stopped by the ceiling again.
Would Ivan put him through hell? As revenge for what his father did to him? Or would he give him some easy assignment just to keep him out of his hair? Either way, Hayden knew he wasn’t going to get the assignment he deserved. He’d worked hard over the past two years, and it was time for him to show what he was capable of. No better way to do that than as XO. But that just wasn’t going to happen under Ivan’s command. He’d heard of the way he responded when his dad assigned him to the Empire. He’d heard rumors of the things said over the past two years. There was no way he was just going to let Hayden by easily.
“That’s all. Get some rest tonight. You’re going to need it. Dismissed,” Ivan said.
Chairs squeaked across the floor, Cadets rushing towards the exit. A few stayed and began talking with their friends, excited about their assignments. Others groaned and moaned about what they’d ended up with. A few people walked up to Captain Ivan, excited to get the chance to talk with him. They shook his hand and told him how happy they were to meet him.
Hayden could spend all night dreading tomorrow or he could walk up to Captain Ivan and introduce himself right now. Get ahead of it all. Figure out exactly what vibe Ivan was going to have.
Hayden stood up, tablet in hand, determined to get to Ivan before he had time to talk himself out of the whole thing. It had to happen sometime—might as well be now.
“Where you going?” Vick ran up behind him.
Hayden was too concentrated to respond. His eyes focused on Captain Ivan like the targeting system of a Mamba.
But, like a stealth bomber, Ben Tillows popped in front of Hayden out of nowhere, stopping him in his tracks, three steps from the bottom.
“Commander,” he said and gave a sarcastic salute. Snickers rose from behind him like school kids who’d just heard a dirty joke.
“Get out of my way, Tillows.” Hayden threw an elbow in his direction.
Ben placed a hand on Hayden’s chest and the new XO stopped cold.
There was no way Hayden could retaliate, not with the captain in the room.
“Not so fast, your majesty. I just want you to know that when I have the XO assignment the day after tomorrow, I’m going to wipe the floor with you.”
Hayden rolled his eyes. Of course Captain Ivan would give Ben the assignment after him. Their rivalry was legendary. “You really are an idiot, aren’t you, Benjamin?”
Ben’s eyes flared just as they did every time Hayden used his full name.
“Why would you tell me what your plan is? I’ve got the assignment first. Now I’ll just wipe the floor with you so hard you’re not even going to be able to get out of bed for your assignment.” Hayden grinned.
Ben looked away, the dumb look on his face telling Hayden that he’d realized his mistake. “We’ll see, Your Highness. Then again, in case you didn’t notice, my squad’s sharing the room with yours. Maybe there’ll be an accident and you won’t be able to get up tomorrow.” He leaned forward and spoke barely above a whisper. “I do tend to sleepwalk.”
“Just like how your father sleepwalked through his presidential campaign?” Hayden said.
A hush fell over the crowd that he hadn’t even realized gathered around them. They watched the two of them, as if waiting for a bloody street fight to begin.
Ben glared at him, fire roaring behind his eyes. Hayden tried his best to stay cool. He’d learned how to deal with Ben a long time ago—which is why he knew better than to mention Ben Tillows Sr.‘s failed presidential campaign. That was the young Tillows’ tipping point.
“What’s going on here?” a voice boomed.
Hayden’s cool exterior faded. Capitan Ivan looked up to where he stood on the stairs. Hayden looked down at Ivan, trying his best to hide the fear in his eyes.
“Nothing, sir. Just two old classmates catching up,” Vick chimed in from behind Hayden.
Hayden appreciated his friend stepping in for him but he knew it wasn’t going to help. Not when Captain Ivan had a personal vendetta with him.
“I was talking to Cadet Key and Cadet Tillows,” Ivan said, his eyes not leaving Hayden.
Hayden cleared his throat. “We were just discussing our sleeping arrangements, sir. Mine and Cadet Tillows’ squads are sharing a room.”
A small smile flashed across Captain Ivan’s face. It was subtle and fast enough that Hayden was sure it wasn’t intentional.
“This discussion had better stay civil. I don’t tolerate infighting among my crew, am I understood?” Captain Ivan said, his voice holding anger that Hayden knew was directed at him.
“Yes, sir,” he and Ben responded.
“Good. Dismissed.” Ivan turned and walked towards the exit.
“Watch yourself,” Ben said as he stepped away from Hayden. “Those cameras aren’t always around.” With that, he turned and walked out of the room.
Hayden felt a knot of anxiety in his chest. Not only did he have to worry about Ivan, but now Ben as well.
“You make a hell of a first impression,” Vick said.
Hayden raised his eyebrows at his friend. “It’s going to be a long two weeks.”
Vick scoffed as the two of them walked down the stairs towards the exit. “If we even make it that long.”





CHAPTER NINE
Ivan shut the door to his quarters behind him and rubbed his face. He felt as if he was on day ten of simulations, not day zero. He walked towards his couch and sat down, the confrontation between Hayden Key and Ben Tillows replaying in in his mind.
He wanted to do much worse things to Hayden Key than just put his archnemesis in the same room as him, but he shot those ideas down almost as quickly as they came up. No matter how much he wanted to, he knew that punishing Gerald’s son wasn’t the right thing to do. He wasn’t that kind of person. He wasn’t going to make the son pay for the sins of the father. He’d looked over Hayden’s records. He was a good kid—smart, excellent scores on all his coursework, the kind of cadet he would want to have on his crew if it weren’t for who his father.
He smiled to himself as he thought about how he’d put him in the same room as Tillows. That was about as far as he’d go. He didn’t know if the two of them had a history, but guessed it based on the fact that Hayden’s dad had downright embarrassed Ben’s dad in the last presidential election. He knew the two of them wouldn’t take things too far, especially with the cameras around and their careers and family names on the line.
That, mixed with the fact that he assigned Hayden to go first on XO duty meant that he’d get dealing with him over with quick. After that, interaction with him would be minimal and the next two weeks should be—hopefully—smooth sailing.
Ivan stood up and walked towards his desk in the corner of the room. He pulled out the bottom drawer, and lifted out his bottle of whiskey and a glass. He poured himself a glass of the amber liquid, and put the bottle away. He took a sip from it, the alcohol burning his throat. Another Zero Day down. He held up the glass, examining the liquid.
“Angelica, give me a status update. Everybody in their quarters?” he asked.
“Yes, sir. Sensors aren’t picking up any life forms where they shouldn’t be,” the AI responded.
“Sounds good.” He took another swig of whiskey.
Ivan pulled out his chair and unbuttoned the top button of his uniform. He opened the top drawer of his desk and pulled out the notebook and pen that sat inside. Pen and paper were practically artifacts but Ivan liked writing things down using the tools of another time. They reminded him of his time on the front lines of the alien war, where bandwidth was limited, so they’d have to write letters the old-fashioned way.
He tried to keep himself away from things that reminded him of those times but pen and paper were the exception. During the period of his life where blood, death and sorrow were an everyday occurrence, the time he spent writing letters back to his home on Salmede were the beacons of light in a dark world. They were his therapy. They brought him happiness—a feeling he carried to that very day.
Now he had nobody to write. It’d been over a decade since he’d been home to Salmede and seen his old friends. He had no family to write to—at least none that’d appreciate a letter. Even if he did, he’d have to wait two weeks and send the letter back with the recruits.
So Ivan just journaled. He poured himself another glass of whiskey and took a few sips to gather his thoughts. He put pen to page, and began writing, his thoughts flowing from his head, through his heart and onto the parchment.
Twenty minutes and two pages later, Ivan finished his glass of whiskey. He eyed the bottle in the open drawer next to him. He felt good. He was enjoying himself, which was something he couldn’t say often. He saw no reason to stop the good times if they were still going. There was no telling when they’d come back.
He poured himself another glass—this one a little more generous than the others.
His thoughts turned to President Key and why he’d send his son to be trained by a man he hated. Why didn’t he just pull some strings and get his son to graduate without wartime simulations? Who gave a damn if Hayden objected? He’d had everything given to him on a silver platter his whole life. So why not this?
Why don’t I ask him? He turned his head and eyed the tablet that sat on his couch. He still had President Key’s contact information stored in it from back when they were friends. Instead of spending all night racking his brain trying to figure this all out, why didn’t he just call and get it straight from the horse’s mouth?
He stomped towards the couch and picked up the tablet. He examined it in his hands, trying to figure out if this was really the best thing to do, or if it was the drink talking. He’d thought about calling up the president every so often and giving him a piece of his mind but he never did it. He didn’t want to give Gerald the benefit of knowing that he’d won.
But this was different. Ivan knew why he was on the Empire. He had nothing to gain from calling Gerald in the past, nothing to learn. But calling and asking why he’d send he precious son all the way to the Empire? Asking him straight up what game he was playing? That was something Gerald wouldn’t expect. Did the coward expect him to just roll over? Was Gerald rubbing it in his face that he still had a kid?
Ivan chuckled to himself as he sat down at his desk, imagining the dumbfounded look on Gerald’s face when he got the call that he’d been expecting for two years. He took another swig from his glass and punched Gerald Key’s contact before he could think better of it.
The longer it took for Gerald to answer, the more Ivan realized the mistake he was making.
The call connected. Too late.
“Is that Joshua Ivan I see?” a voice said.
The youthful green eyes of the First Lady looked back at Ivan. He wasn’t expecting Heather to answer and it flustered him. “How are you doing, Heather?” he said with a smile, his slurring.
“I’m doing well,” she said with a smile that warmed him. He and Heather were always nice to each other and he’d forgotten how much he missed their conversations—usually during some fundraising dinner while Gerald was off trying to score votes. “It’s nice to see you, Joshua.”
“Likewise.” Ivan searched frantically in his clouded mind for a suitable excuse as to why he was calling. “Is your husband around?”
Heather frowned and squinted. “You want Gerald?”
Ivan cleared his throat, regretting ever calling. “If he’s busy, I perfectly understand.”
“Well, he is actually out of the country right now. I’m sorry.”
Ivan waved it off. “Don’t worry about it. In any case, I met your son today. He made it safely on board.”
Heather smiled, the wrinkles around her eyes growing more obvious. “Oh how wonderful! I’m so happy he’ll be training with you, Joshua. Make sure you keep an eye on him. I don’t want anybody messing with him just because he’s the First Son.”
Ivan scoffed and shook his head. “Don’t worry about it, ma’am. He’s an L-Cadet. More than capable of handling himself, I’m sure.”
She nodded her head. “Yes, of that I’m sure.”
There was a beat of silence. Ivan cleared his throat and leaned forward against his desk. “Well, Heather, I better get going. It was nice speaking with you.”
“Yes, Joshua. It was a pleasure hearing from you. Don’t be a stranger, alright? I want to hear from you again soon, okay?”
“Of course.” Despite how much he enjoyed speaking with her, he had no plans to call back anytime soon. “Have a nice night.”
“You as well.”
Ivan ended the call, slid his tablet across his desk and leaned back in his chair. He covered his face with his hand, sobering up as he realized what he’d just done.





CHAPTER TEN
“Captain Ivan, sir?”
“Yes, Angelica?”
“We’ve received new orders.”
Ivan shot up in his bed like someone had poked his back with a hot stick. “New orders?” he all but shouted. His mind raced, the dull headache he felt not doing much to impede his thoughts.
“That’s right, sir. They’re coming straight from Space Fleet headquarters. I’ve sent them to you tablet.”
Ivan climbed out of bed, the cold floor beneath his feet a stark contrast from the heat he felt in his head. He crossed the room in just a few strides, yanking his tablet from its charging port. His breathing grew heavy. It’d been two years since he’d received orders. And those didn’t work out so well for him.
He hit the flashing icon on the screen and a page loaded up, the words biting at him like a viper. He poured over every letter, trying to make sense of it all. “Angelica, ping my head officers. Have them meet me in the debriefing room.”
“Yes, of course, sir. Should I delay the beginning of the simulations or should they proceed as normal?”
Ivan thought about it for a moment. “Delay them for the time being. Once we get this taken care of, they’ll proceed as usual.”

Ivan stood in the debriefing room. A few fresh-faced officers were already in their seats, nursing cups of coffee. Others fidgeted and scanned the room.
But he knew the truth. This wasn’t a simulation. There might not be any danger. But it was the real deal—even though he wasn’t going to tell them that. There was no reason for it. They could think of it as a bonus exercise.
“Shut the door behind you,” he told Hayden Key as he walked in, the last one to arrive. His mind wandered to the conversation he’d had with Hayden’s mother the night before, but he pushed that out of his mind. Now was not the time to be thinking about any of the Keys. “This is just a regular briefing. You’ll have one of these every morning when you’re stationed on a ship.”
Ben Tillows, Ivan’s Commander of the Air Group—or CAG—for the day, raised his hand at the front of the room.
“This isn’t a classroom, Cadet,” Ivan said.
“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. I was just wondering if these meetings would always be two hours before they’re scheduled?”
Ivan glared at Ben. He wanted to hate him but, then again, had his father won the presidency, maybe Ivan would be an admiral back on Earth instead of a captain playing babysitter on the edge of space. “When in war, cadet, these meetings can happen at any time, depending on the situation. That’s what these simulations are for, after all.”
Tillows nodded and slunk back into his chair.
Ivan looked across the room, meeting the eyes of the dozen or so division lead officers. “Anyone else have any ridiculous questions?”
Nobody responded.
“Very well. First up, we’ve received orders from Space Fleet to investigate a ship that we’ve lost contact with while it was patrolling the Earth Territorial Line.”
“What ship, sir?” A young black girl asked, sitting up in her seat.
Ivan could tell from the look in her eyes that her mind was racing. Worry shrouded her face. He decided not to scold her. She looked terrified and he wanted to know why. “The USS Ricochet.”
She sat back in her chair, shock on her face.
“What’s your name, cadet?”
“Millie Roscoe, sir,” she said.
“You do know, Cadet Roscoe, that this is all just a simulation?”
She nodded. “Yes, I’m sorry, sir. Forgive me for the interruption. It’s just that my sister is stationed on the Ricochet.”
“Not a problem. It’s good that you worry about your family. I hope that you feel the same for your shipmates. Do that and you’ll make a fine officer.”
The young lady smiled and nodded. “Thank you, sir.”
Ivan smiled at her, guilt spiking his stomach. He’d just lied to her. According to the orders, they’d had problems with the USS Ricochet’s quantum communication systems in the past. Space Fleet just needed a ship to check in on them and make sure everything was okay. The USTS Empire was the closest. It was just routine. Although the fact that the ship was stationed near the ETL did worry him a bit—he couldn’t lie to himself about that. The thought of what lay beyond that invisible line in space sent a chill down his spine.
Ivan shook his head and brought himself back to reality. “Once we check in on the Ricochet, you’ll be one step closer to becoming an officer in the Space Fleet. The conclusion of your training begins right now.”





CHAPTER ELEVEN
Hayden sipped his coffee as he looked over the charts Ben had given him. The words on the tablet blurred as his eyelids dropped, begging to close. The XO’s office was a large room with a couch in one corner, and a cold metal desk in the middle. There was a small screen behind him that projected a view of space zipping by outside. A small lamp lit up the area of the room he was using, leaving the tiny kitchenette in the corner next to the door in darkness.
He took another sip and forced his eyes open. Ben had forced his squad to wake up every thirty minutes during the night in order to do twenty pushups—which kept Hayden and his squad up all night long, too. Hayden tried getting Ben to stop, but Tillows was within his rights as squad leader. The only way he’d get them to stop was by fighting them—and that definitely would not have looked good.
Hayden wanted to disapprove everything Ben had given him but he knew that wasn’t what a good XO would do. And despite what he or Captain Ivan would try, Hayden wanted to do everything in his power to be a good XO.
For the next hour he went over paperwork—and he hated paperwork. He’d heard so many stories about the battle simulations, the ship raids, and all sorts of other fun stuff that would happen during wartime sims. Nobody ever talked about all the paperwork, though.
When he was finished, he filed away the paperwork in the right folder of his tablet and got up from his desk, eager to get to the bridge of the Empire. He walked down the hallway. People bustled around him, looking over charts, doing their patrols or looking down at their tablets.
Hayden reached the elevator, and pressed the button for the bridge. His heart beat fast as the elevator shot to the top of the ship. He didn’t know what he’d do first. They were still in FTL transit towards the USS Ricochet, so there wasn’t much for him to do except to make sure everyone was doing their job.
The door slid open, leading straight into the bridge. A cacophony of voices and computer beeps bombarded him as people went about their business, monitoring sensors and reporting to their superiors on what their next task would be. The bridge was set up as a circular level of work stations. Three staircases were positioned evenly around the semicircle, leading down to the bottom in a small slope where the captain’s chair sat.
Hayden blocked all of it out. He focused on the massive floor-to-ceiling screen in front of him. In the middle, the feed showed the view of space outside the bridge. To the sides, smaller boxes showed feeds from various other cameras outside the vessel.
Light streaked around the ship in a beautiful blue-green display, illuminating the inside of the bridge. The Empire stretched out before him, the bridge sitting on the back of the ship, looking out upon the rest of the vessel.
“It’s a pretty great view, huh?” Millie asked.
Hayden came out of his trance. He looked to his right, having no idea when Millie had snuck up on him. “Yeah, I don’t know if a view like that could ever get old.”
“I’ll agree with you there. Where’s Vick at?” she asked.
“He’s a pilot today. I can’t wait to hear what it was like serving under Ben.”
Millie looked back down at her tablet, reading some sensors. “We’ll find out tomorrow when he’s XO.” She walked back to her station where she was overseeing the Empire’s navigation.
Hayden stood on his own, looking around at all the people he was in charge of. Even if it was just for a day, even if he didn’t work for years to earn the role of XO, he was still proud. He did work for two years to get here. Nobody could take that away from him. He walked around and glanced over crewmen's shoulders at their computer screens as they worked, getting ready for their first mission. Were they jealous? Jealous not only that they weren’t an L-Cadet, graduating with the rank of lieutenant but also that L-Cadet’s, on average, rose through the ranks three times as fast as E-Cadets. Did they look at Hayden, resentful that they’d only be an ensign while he was an L-Cadet lieutenant, working in ultra specialized jobs?
Hayden stopped short. Space zooming by them on-screen. Out there in the vacuum of space, rank didn’t matter. If you’re dead, you’re dead. These people were the ones that would keep him alive and that’s all that mattered. Besides, he did feel a bit jealous that the E-Cadets only had to spend six months in training before reaching the war sims. Two years of his life, on the other hand, were spent getting ready for the next two weeks and the rest of his life. He knew in the grand scheme of things, two years wasn’t much. But when you’re twenty, two years is a major chunk of your life. Two years ago, he was eighteen, joining the Fleet, thinking he had it all figured out. Two years before that, he was sixteen, learning to drive for the first time. Getting a taste of what love felt like. Two years before that, he was fourteen, everything about him changing, growing into the man he would one day be.
The thought of who he would be when he was twenty-two frightened Hayden. He closed his eyes and took deep breaths. Doesn’t matter. Let’s get through the next two weeks first.
“Captain on deck!” a marine behind him shouted.
Hayden nearly jumped out of his skin. He spun around, Captain Ivan heading right towards him. Hayden saluted. “Captain.”
Ivan gave a slight nod. “XO. How long until we reach our destination?” he said loud enough to be heard by the navigation crew.
“Sixty seconds, sir,” Millie responded.
“Very good.” He walked to the middle of the room where his command chair sat like a throne.
“Put the ship on sit-rep one,” Hayden told one of the cadets, offering a smile of excitement. “Everyone at their battle stations.”
“Belay that order, cadet,” Captain Ivan told the wide-eyed young man at communications. His chair turned to face Hayden.
“Sir?” Hayden asked,.
“This is just a recon mission. No reason to go on high alert. If we did that every time, the crew would get used to it. Desensitized. They need to know that when we go on alert, we mean it.” Ivan pointed a finger at Hayden to emphasize his point.
“Thirty seconds until arrival, sir,” Millie shouted.
Hayden faced the communications cadet. “Do it, cadet. High alert. This is all a war simulation. War means battle, battle means sit-rep one.”
The cadet’s eyes darted back and forth between Hayden and Ivan.
“This is just a recon mission, a check-in,” Ivan said.
Hayden whipped his head around and faced him. “I’m not going into the ETL without being on high alert.” Was Ivan testing him? This was all a simulation, after all. The Ricochet wasn’t really lost in space, so why was Ivan acting like it was? Hayden’s resolve grew with every second that passed. Ivan was just testing him. Had to be.
Then why did he look so serious?
Do this long enough and I guess you pick up an acting skill or two.
He stared at the cadet. Nobody moved.
“Ten seconds,” Millie shouted, her voice growing nervous.
“Dammit,” Hayden muttered. He ran around the cadet’s console and yanked the headset off his head. This had better be a damned test —or I’m in trouble. He held the microphone up to his mouth and activated the intercom for the whole ship. “Everyone, sit-rep one. Battle stations, I repeat, battle stations.”
“Goddamn it,” Ivan shouted as he stood from his chair. “It’s just a rec—”
The ship left FTL travel and slowed to a sudden halt. Hayden could feel the intense internal dampeners working as hard as they could to contain the g-force.
The feeling subsided and Hayden looked up at the screen. “EVASIVE MANEUVERS!” he shouted at the top of his lungs.
The ship jolted as it moved around the junkyard they’d flown into, the red planet below reflecting an evil glow across the rubble. The ship avoided the largest chunks of debris, but he could hear the smaller pieces pelting into the shields on the hull.
“Unknown vessel on radar!” a woman shouted from across the bridge.
“Where’s the Ricochet?” Captain Ivan yelled, his grip tight on his chair.
Hayden scanned the screen, and a pit grew in his stomach. He recognized the larger chunks of debris as Space Fleet design. “I think it’s all around us, sir.”
Captain Ivan’s face went white and the bridge went silent.
“Sir, we’re clearing the debris field. The unknown vessel should be coming into view,” Millie said.
The pit in Hayden’s stomach grew like a black hole when he saw the ship up ahead. It was the Mortuks.





CHAPTER TWELVE
Hayden waited for the bridge to explode in a cacophony of voices. He waited for people to scramble for their next move. But they froze. The simulation was so real. It looked exactly like the Mortukian ships he’d seen in footage back at the academy, though sleeker —their black hulls dark as night. The reflection of the red planet below ran down the side of the ship as if it was a fun house mirror.
Captain Ivan didn’t move. He stared at the window, his face white as if he’d just seen a ghost.
Strange. Hadn’t he done this every few weeks for the past two years? Why did he look so afraid? Maybe even now, after all these years, Ivan had some sort of PTSD associated with the simulations. That was Hayden’s only answer.
The only other answer was that the Mortukian ship was real.
And if it was real, Hayden knew they were screwed.
“They’re launching fighters!” someone shouted.
Ivan still stared at the screen that stretched before them.
Hayden took a deep breath. It looked as if it was up to the XO to get them through this simulation. “Order our Mambas to intercept!” he shouted. “Then get us within weapons range and fire our starboard weapons at them.”
“Yes, sir!”
A flood of Mamba fighters appeared in front of them, flying in formation towards the oncoming Mortukian fighters. The Empire moved towards the mothership. Unlike it, the alien fighters looked nothing like he remembered from class. Instead of being sharp and sleek like a dart, these were wider and bulkier. An engine sat on each side, a cockpit connecting the two. Unlike the Empire’s Mambas, they had no wings—just large, black and bulky cockpits with engines.
But when the Mambas reached them, he realized why. A bright white light emanated from the front of the cockpit and a laser launched from the ship. It tore through two oncoming Empire fighters in an explosion of debris and a flash.
The platoon of enemy fighters fired their devastating lasers at the ships. The Mambas initiated their evasive maneuvers and their armor offered them scant protection against the alien blasts.
Hayden couldn’t take his eyes off the scene before him. It was so realistic. How was Space Fleet able to make the simulations look so good? The rest of the bridge crew was just as enamored with the scene and the room filled with excited whispers.
A Mamba managed to get one of the enemy vessels in its sights, and the green lasers from the Empire fighter lit up the red and white scene. The volley of green lasers hit the black hull of the enemy ship, but its armor absorbed the radiation. There was no damage to the ship, and the vessel performed a flip with more agility than Hayden thought possible for such a ship.
The Mortuk fighter moved behind the Mamba that had attacked it and the white blast from its weapons—brighter and larger than any before it —tore through the Empire fighter like they were nothing.
Hayden’s heart sunk to the floor as if the artificial gravity had been turned up to ten. Something was wrong. Some Mambas would be AI-controlled, sure, just so the Mortuk ships could destroy them and thus add more realism to the scene. But not this many. With two weeks of simulations to go, they’d run out of fighters by the end of the first week.
“Sensors show enemy mothership weapons charging. These energy readings are off the charts!” said the red-haired woman at the console next to him.
He glanced at her screen. She was right. Hayden looked back out at the enemy mothership. The more Hayden considered it, the worse he felt.
“Show them our starboard and redirect shields to that side!” Hayden shouted. He turned and ran up the steps to the row behind him where Millie stood at her console. “How fast can the ship drop?”
Millie looked at him, her eyes wide. “Don’t let your ego get us all killed.”
“If we don’t do this, we might die anyway. I don’t know how much of a simulation this is right now,” Hayden answered.
“What do you mean?”
“Right now, what I mean is, how fast can the ship accelerate down? Straight down?”
“Fast, but we’ll need to turn up the gravity so everything doesn’t fly to the ceiling. Moving that fast that quick would put too much strain on our inertial dampeners.”
“Get the gravity taken care of and drop on my command.” Hayden turned and shouted, “Navigation, prepare to make an FTL jump on my command! Communications, recall all Mambas now! Everybody else, your only job is to watch that ship for any sign that it’s about to fire!”
Hayden could hear the whispers. He was pulling some stunt—that’s what they thought. But it couldn’t be farther from the truth. Something was wrong and he was the only one who knew it. From the way Captain Ivan was acting, to how many Empire fighters they’d lost, to the way the alien ships looked completely different than anything he’d ever seen, something just wasn’t right. He was following his gut, just like any good captain would.
Hayden rushed down to Captain Ivan, the bridge washed in the red of the planet below. Ivan’s eyes were vacant and he stared straight ahead. “Captain Ivan, come on. Snap out of it. I need your help.”
The captain muttered something under his breath and Hayden missed it. He got closer and Ivan’s hand wrapped itself around his throat.
Hayden jerked back, but it was too late. Captain Ivan had a death grip around his neck, squeezing the air from him. His eyes were a void, and Hayden could tell he had no idea what he was doing. He screamed something, but Hayden couldn’t tell what it was.
Everything got heavier as the artificial gravity went up and Ivan fell to the ground on top of Hayden. Hayden struggled to get back his breath—and the extra gravity wasn’t helping. Two marines came, pulled Captain Ivan off him and sat him in his chair. The captain was unconscious and blood dripped from his head where it’d impacted the ground.
“They’re about to fire!” someone yelled.
The enemy ship had maneuvered to where its port side was facing right at Hayden and the Empire. Two pincher-like sections jutted out from the front of the ship. Between them, a bright light began to glow.
“All the Mambas on board?” Hayden yelled.
“Yes sir!” someone yelled back.
“Millie,” he began, waiting for the glow to brighten. “Drop…” A little brighter. “Right…” Almost blinding. Just a few more seconds. “NOW!”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
All the ship’s engines faced upwards and fired at one hundred percent for a split second. It was enough to drop them well out of the way of the oncoming blast from the enemy ship. The massive white laser soared above them, missing by almost a mile, silent in the vacuum of space.
“Navigation, engage FTL engines!”
“Jumping in three, two, one!”
The ship rumbled, and everything around them seemed to stretch on for miles as if the space around them was being pulled back like a slingshot. The cosmic gods that held the slingshot let go, and the Empire went soaring through space faster than the speed of light.
Hayden sat on the deck, everything around him becoming a bit lighter.
“Artificial gravity back at normal levels,” a cadet announced.
Hayden just sat on the floor in front of Captain Ivan’s chair, staring out the screen. He doubted the rest of the crew realized it, but they’d just encountered the Mortuks for the first time in forty years. He thought he was going to throw up. Everybody and everything swirled around him like a blur. It was as if he was still stuck getting ready to go into FTL, yet everyone else had launched.
“Are you okay?” someone asked.
Millie kneeled next to him. Things got clearer.
“You know what that was, right?” he asked.
Millie sighed, her eyes misting up. “I’m guessing that wasn’t a simulation?”
Hayden nodded his head slightly. “The Mortuks are back.”

“Where are you going?” Millie was practically jogging to keep up with Hayden’s long, fast strides. He was trying his best not to break out into a run.
“I’m checking in on Ben and the rest of the pilots.” Hayden kept his eyes locked on the elevator in front of him.
“Hayden, you should be on the bridge. We should be figuring out what’s going on. You’re the XO, you need to call somebody.”
He reached the elevator and turned to face her. “Ivan is the captain. Have him call somebody.”
“Ivan is still recovering from the shock. He’s in no condition to lead this crew,” she responded.
“Well neither am I, Millie.” Hayden slammed the button to call the elevator. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to go see how many cadets I sent to their deaths today.” The doors opened and he stepped in.
Millie stood outside the elevator, looking at Hayden with sad eyes. “It’s not your fault. You thought it was a simulation.”
The doors closed and Hayden was alone for the first time. He waited for the breakdown—for the tears to come. But they didn’t. No matter how badly he wanted it, his body wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a release. He rode the elevator down, his mind replaying the scenes over and over again. The alien ship, the white laser, the ships exploding. The pilots, exploding.
He should’ve known something was up. He shouldn’t have sent the Mambas out. He should’ve realized it wasn’t a simulation. But after a forty-year absence, after hearing about the War Sims his entire life, a Mortuk attack was the last thing he’d expected.
The shock of the Mortuks had broken the Mortukian-Terran Peace Treaty weighed on him. He wondered if the Nivens knew what was going on, though he doubted they would act even if they did, given their legendary neutrality. After the Mortuk War, they’d insisted their space be off limits to the humans and Mortuks—they demanded their privacy. They wanted nothing to do with either race after the bloodshed of that war.
I hope they’re ready to sit back and watch another one.
The elevator opened at the bottom floor. Hayden stepped into chaos. People ran from fighter to fighter, checking damage and effecting repairs. Pilots lay everywhere, medics treating them for burns and scrapes. There weren’t too many major injuries—because everybody who suffered worse was floating through space in pieces a few thousand miles away.
Hayden stood there, feeling more and more empty by the second as he watched the chaos he’d caused. Whether or not he knew it was a simulation, he’d still ordered those men out there. In fact, he’d insisted. If he’d just listened to Captain Ivan, everybody would’ve been on board and they could’ve jumped to safety.
A punch landed on Hayden’s jaw hard, sending him into a metal column. He looked at his attacker, his head spinning. It was Ben. He put out his hand but Ben got another solid punch in.
Hayden braced himself against the cold metal, blood pooling in his mouth. “Ben, wai—”
“You son of a bitch!” He landed another punch on Hayden.
Hayden fell to the ground, spitting blood. He didn’t want to fight, but Ben was giving him no other choice.
Ben kicked at him. Hayden caught his foot and yanked it towards him. Ben slammed to the ground, dazed. Hayden grabbed a large wrench that sat on the ground near him and clambered on top of him, blood dripping from his lip and onto Ben’s uniform. He held the wrench, one end in each hand, and pressed it against the CAG’s throat. He pinned both his arms down with his knees. “You gonna keep sucker punching me like a little bitch? Or are we going to have a conversation like two Space Fleet officers?”
Ben glowered at Hayden, his eyes filled with hatred. Hayden pressed down on his throat with the handle of the wrench a little harder.
“You killed twelve pilots. They were following your orders, and you got them killed.”
“Don’t pretend as if you have any sympathy, Tillow. You’re just pissed because you could’ve been one of the twelve,” Hayden said.
“Eat shit! You don’t know me, Hayden Key. Don’t pretend you goddamn know me!” Ben shouted, his face turning red, spit flying.
“I know enough to know you’re a shit CAG! You should’ve called them back as soon as the fight started! You shouldn’t have waited for my order!”
Ben struggled against Hayden, trying to escape his grasp, but Hayden wasn’t letting up. He pressed down harder. Ben stopped fighting. He relaxed, his breathing heavy. He gave up. He didn’t want to fight anymore.
“You can’t pass this blame, Key. You can’t pass this onto me. It was your order that sent us out there. It was your order that brought us back after twelve of us had died.”
Hayden’s hands began to shake. Recognition flooded his mind as he realized what he was doing. He had pinned down a fellow officer and yelled in his face for something he didn’t do. He couldn’t imagine what this looked like to everybody else, even if it was someone as universally disliked as Ben Tillows. He looked around, and, to his horror, he realized that a crowd of people had gathered and were watching.
Hayden tossed the wrench aside and backed off of Ben. He stood, his feet wobbly. He reached out a hand to Ben but he slapped it aside and spat at Hayden’s feet.
“Do us a favor and launch yourself out an airlock before you get anyone else killed.” Ben turned and walked away, rubbing the back of his head.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Hayden marched towards Captain Ivan’s office and he thought he was going to puke. Maybe it had something to do with the three solid punches to the head he’d suffered or maybe it was from the mental breakdown he was certain he was having. The medic in the med-bay wanted to make sure he didn’t have a concussion. But Hayden didn’t have time for that. All he wanted to know was where Captain Ivan was at. He was already on his way before the medic could get any more words out.
So many thoughts shot around his head faster than the Empire was currently traveling. He couldn’t concentrate on any particular one. They flowed through his mind like roaring rapids and he was standing in their midst, drowning.
He reached the door to Ivan’s quarters without remembering how he got there. Hayden swung the door open, giving no thought to Captain Ivan’s privacy.
“The hell are you doing?” Ivan dropped the glass in his hand. The glass shattered and the liquid inside it spilled across the floor.
“Twelve men and women just died at the hands of an enemy we haven’t seen in forty years, and you’re in here loading up on alcohol?” Hayden shouted as he took a step forward.
“It’s water, Cadet.” Ivan showed his teeth and the white pill he held between them. He grabbed another glass from his desk drawer and filled it with water. He took a swig and swallowed his pill.
Hayden crossed the room and yanked the glass from his commanding officer’s hand. He threw it against the wall before grabbing Ivan by his uniform. “You want to explain what just happened? You want to explain why you froze and left the lives of this entire crew in the hands of a cadet?”
Ivan grabbed Hayden by his jacket. He was surprised by the old man’s strength as he picked him up, spun to his right and slammed Hayden up against the wall. “Don’t you lay your hands on me like that again, boy. Next time you touch me like that, I’ll drag you across the floor and clean up this glass with your face. Understood, cadet?”
The look in Ivan’s eyes terrified Hayden. He knew he was telling the truth. Hayden nodded his head, his anger turned to fear.
“SAY YES SIR!” Ivan screamed.
“Yes, sir!” Hayden shouted.
Ivan let go of Hayden’s uniform and took a step back, his chest heaving. His age didn’t show in his strength, but it did in his stamina.
Hayden felt the tears well up behind his eyes but he forced them back down. Why they were deciding to come then? “I’m sorry, sir.” He took a deep breath. “The attack. I had no other choice. I thought it was just a simulation. You said it was a simulation! You reassured me! It wasn’t this whole time, was it?”
Ivan sat down in his chair and shook his head. “It wasn’t a simulation, but it also wasn’t supposed to be a fight. The Fleet had lost contact with the Ricochet. We were the closest ship, so they sent us to check. I didn’t say anything, because I thought it would’ve been the perfect opportunity to get you all warmed up for the rest of the simulations. Clearly, I was wrong. I just saw those Mortukian ships and I froze.” He paused. “Years of shit just came back all at once. How you feel right now? The hopelessness? The shame? The anger—fear? Imagine going through seven years straight of that, followed by forty years of keeping it locked up, and then it exploding all over you all at once.” Ivan’s hands shook. “That’s what happened.”
Hayden didn’t know what to say. He knew Ivan was opening up to him and he should feel grateful for it. Instead, he felt anger biting at him, wanting out. “With all due respect, sir, you don’t get to make excuses for yourself. Not you. You’re a war hero. You’ve been through shit ten times worse than that small battle. You should’ve kept it together!”
“Don’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t have done!” Ivan stood up from his chair.
“I will! You shouldn’t have lost your cool, you shouldn’t have gone to the Ricochet without letting us know it wasn’t a simulation, and you shouldn’t have gotten twelve of your men killed!”
Ivan took a step towards Hayden. “You just don’t know when to shut your mouth, do you?”
“And you don’t know when yours should be open, giving out orders. Not staring out a window shitting your pants like a baby,” Hayden said.
“Angelica, send me two marines,” Ivan said.
“Yes sir,” a voice from the ceiling said.
“You got those men killed. Not me. You don’t get to give excuses,” Hayden continued, pretending he didn’t hear Ivan ask for backup.
“You don’t deserve that name,” Ivan shouted at Hayden.
Hayden shook his head at Ivan. “What the hell are you talking about.”
“You don’t deserve the name Hayden. You’re not even half the man he was.” Ivan took another step towards him.
“Sir?” one of the marines said as they stepped through the doorway.
Ivan turned and faced them. “Take Cadet Key to the brig.” He turned to Hayden. “You’re being jailed for insubordination and are hereby relieved of duty as executive officer of this vessel.”
Hayden grasped for the right words to say. “You’re not actually doing this, are you? This is career suicide.”
“No, cadet. Career suicide was when I decided to be friends with your father.” He turned to the marines. “Take him to the brig.”
They looked at Hayden, hesitating. Hayden stood defiant, trying to decide whether or not he would go down without a fight.
“Marine, what are you waiting for? A captain in the Space Fleet gave you a direct order,” Ivan said.
One of them sighed and wrapped his hand around the grip of his laser assault rifle—or LZAR, as it was more commonly known. The other one stepped forward and produced a pair of handcuffs.
Hayden wanted to fight but he knew that would be foolish. It would be three against one Even if he won, what would he do after that? “You’re a fool, Ivan. If it wasn’t for me picking up your slack, everyone on this ship would be dead.”
Ivan looked away and motioned for the marines to take Hayden away.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The door shut and Ivan collapsed into his chair. Thoughts flew around his mind and he buried his head in his hands as if to keep them from escaping. He did his best to keep his breathing slow and steady. He did the exercises he thought he wouldn’t ever have to do again. He’d considered sharing his techniques with Hayden but decided against it. The first time he’d had a taste of battle they did nothing anyway.
He said he was putting Hayden in the brig for insubordination but that wasn’t the complete truth. Sure, the young Key had pissed him off and he meant what he said about his name. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for him. Some time alone in the brig is just what he needed. The cadet needed to be alone to think through what he’d just seen and done. Otherwise, Ivan knew he’d be on a warpath. He’d just be putting himself in danger.
Ivan reached down to pick up the pieces of glass off the floor. They’d exploded everywhere, just like the Empire’s Mamba’s. He couldn’t help but think how differently things would’ve gone had he not been so shocked—had he not lost it. It pained him to think about how he’d attacked Hayden on the bridge. He could’ve sworn he was a Mortuk though. It was no excuse, of course. He’d made himself to be a fool in front of his entire crew. He was just thankful that Hayden seemed too upset to bring that up. It wouldn’t take him long in the brig for his memory to be jogged, in which case he’d be even more pissed when he got out.
Ivan tossed the large chunks of glass into the trash and sighed. Really messed this one up, Joshua. He’d get a WorkerBot to come by and vacuum up the rest later. For now, he had bigger things to worry about.
He picked up his tablet and stared at the screen. He knew what he had to do, but somehow that seemed even scarier than facing the Mortuks. Of course, the attack needed to be reported. It was who he needed to report it to.
President Gerald Key.
Ivan sighed as he tapped his screen. He couldn’t believe they were back, he could only hope that they weren’t planning a full scale attack. He never thought he’d see war again. He swore to himself that, if it were to come to that, he’d get off this ship. He’d put himself on the frontline as a scrub before he’d continue on a ship rinsing through cadets and enlisted every couple of weeks.
Ivan caught himself staring at the bottom drawer of his desk. The amber liquid encased in glass sat inside the darkness of the drawer. Maybe just a sip to help straighten up his thoughts before calling?
Ivan shook his head and concentrated on the tablet. He wouldn't use alcohol as a crutch. Not again.
He pressed the emergency call button and a screen popped up asking him to confirm. He pressed yes, and then was tasked with solving a simple math problem—just to be sure he didn’t accidentally use the emergency line. Ivan was thankful for it during his earlier, more inebriated days aboard the Empire. That would’ve really burned some bridges.
Ivan answered the question. With each quiet beep that emanated from the tablet as he waited for Gerald to answer, his heart skipped a beat. He’d come up with no shortage of things to say to Gerald in the past two years but now that he had to speak to him with a sober mind, he was afraid to say any of it.
The call connected and the face of his former best friend and brother-in-arms appeared onscreen.
And he seemed…happy.
“Well if it isn’t the old scoundrel himself,” the president said with a smile.
His happiness grated on Ivan. He wanted to punch him in the teeth. Why was he acting like nothing was wrong, when Gerald ruined his life?
Focus, Joshua. He scolded himself for being so selfish, especially in the face of an alien attack.
“You alright, Joshua?” Gerald leaned forward, his salt-and-pepper eyebrows furrowing and the wrinkles in his face growing deeper.
Ivan cleared his throat. “Yes, sir.” He shook his head. “Actually, no, sir. Things are not alright. I have dire news to deliver. The Mortuks have returned.” He let out a small sigh of relief that it was over.
Gerald almost dropped the mug he'd been taking a sip out of. “What the hell are you talking about? Is this some sort of sick joke, Joshua? If so, you're way out of line and a year or two late.”
“Furthest from it, sir,” Ivan said, sitting up a bit straighter in his chair. “I received orders to find out why the USS Ricochet wasn’t responding to any of its hails. When we arrived, the Ricochet had been destroyed, and the Mortuks were waiting. They attacked but we escaped.”
“And why in the hell was a training ship ordered to go on a mission other than its pre-planned simulations?” Gerald asked, his voice rising.
“I’m not sure, sir. I’m not the ones who gives out orders,” Ivan responded, his jaw clenching.
“What about Hayden? Is he alright?”
Ivan waited a beat. “Yes, sir, he’s fine.” He debated whether or not he should tell the president that Hayden was actually the one who got them all out of there. It wouldn’t make him look good but it also wouldn’t look good if Gerald found out from someone else. “Actually, sir, Hayden was acting as XO when the attack happened.” He hoped the news of his son being a hero would distract him from why he had to be one. “I’d had a…moment. Seeing those Mortuk ships I…” Ivan didn’t know how to articulate his words, his eyes searching the room around him for the answers.
“It was hard seeing them again, wasn’t it?” Gerald asked.
Ivan nodded. “Yes, it was difficult. It was a shock, that’s for sure. Your son though…he handled the situation well. Got everyone out of there safely—for the most part. We lost a few fighter pilots. I’ll get you a full rundown so you can get in contact with their next of kin.”
“Goddamn it.” Gerald leaned back in his chair. He rubbed his hand against his face, as if trying to wake himself from a nightmare. “It’s been forty years since anyone has even seen the Mortuks, much less been killed by them.”
Ivan nodded. “They’ve been busy, too. I’ll have the footage uploaded to the quantum network and sent over to you for analysis. One thing’s for sure, though. We’ve got war on our doorstep.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The elevator doors opened and Ivan could feel the nervous energy emanating from the bridge. He waited a moment, nerves biting at his stomach despite his years of experience. He just never thought he’d have another one like this to add to the list. He strode through the rounded entrance. He smiled as he realized this was one of the last times he’d be walking through that door. He looked down at the people—kids, really—who sat around their computers, talking among themselves, trying to figure out what was going on.
Ivan walked down the staircase to the bottom of the bridge where his chair sat. With each step, voices went silent and heads turned to face him. He reached his chair and stood with his hands on the back, staring out the screen as light streaked past them. “Angelica,” he said loud enough so that everyone could hear him.
“Yes, Captain?” the AI responded, her voice echoing throughout the bridge.
The room lit up with whispers as they searched the room, trying to locate the source of the voice.
“Patch me into the shipwide intercom.”
“Right away, sir. You’re live.”
Ivan gathered his thoughts. “This is your captain speaking. Earlier today, as many of you have learned by now, we encountered a Mortuk vessel that crossed the ETL and destroyed the USS Ricochet.” Ivan cast a sideways glance to the cadet whose sister had been stationed on the Ricochet. She stared at her screen, her eyes red and puffy. His heart went out to her. He wanted to go over and comfort her. “We don’t know their intentions but in one fell swoop they ended hundreds of human lives. We cannot let an attack like this go unanswered. There will be retaliation, which means that your training is more important now than ever. I’ve received orders that we must go to the nearby Space Fleet base, the Comoran. There we will assess the situation and decide our course of action.
“The men and women on this ship are of a special kind. You are among the first in forty years to see battle with the Mortuks. You survived and I have no doubt that you will continue to do so. You are soldiers in the Space Fleet. You were born for this. Made for this. And, in one way or another, you will be trained for this. But you can’t train instinct, and that, I have no doubt, is inside each and every one of you.”
Ivan paused for a moment, waiting to see if anything else would come to mind. Nothing did, so he raised his hand over his head and flicked his wrist.
“Transmission has ended, sir,” Angelica said.
“Thank you.” Ivan stood with his hands against the back of his chair, leaning forward. For some reason, he was scared to face all the people he knew were staring at him. He wasn’t sure what to do next—what they would expect him to do.
Something rang inside his head—the line in his speech about instinct. His thoughts turned to Hayden Key. He couldn’t deny that instinct was one thing he had.
It was only a matter of time before he discovered just how deep that instinct ran.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Hayden paced back and forth in his cell, a bitterness growing within him. How could Ivan speak like that, as if he was the one who’d saved everyone? He knew exactly who saved every soul on this ship and he’d thrown that person in the brig.
There were two cells with metal bars from floor to ceiling in the brig. Archaic, but they got the job done. This wasn’t just any metal, but ultainium—the same specialized steel that made up the outer layer of all Space Fleet battleships, including the Empire.
On the far left side of the room, outside the cells, sat a desk with a lamp and some papers spread across it. The ceiling glowed a soft white, filling the room with a dim light.
“Come on, man.” Hayden leaned up against the bars, speaking to the guard by the door. “You gotta let me out of here. You heard the captain. Things are going crazy. Nobody’d notice if you just let me slip out.”
The marine looked straight ahead.
“You know who I am, don’t you?” Hayden cursed himself for pulling his celebrity card but he didn’t have much of a choice.
The marine darted his eyes to Hayden before returning to his thousand-yard stare. “I’m well aware, sir.”
“Then you know you should let me out, right?”
The locks on the door to the brig clanked open and the large metal door swung outwards. Another marine stepped in, this one a bit smaller than the first. He held a tablet in his hand and walked towards Hayden’s cell.
“I’ve got someone who’d like to talk to you, sir,” the marine said, handing Hayden the tablet through the bars.
Hayden snatched it from his hands. “Thank you.” He looked down at the screen and the face of his father stared back at him. “Get out of here,” Hayden said to the two marines.
They exchanged glances with each other, not sure what to do. It was against protocol to leave a prisoner unguarded.
“I’m talking to the president here. Would you like him to give the order?” Hayden pointed at the tablet.
The marines left the room as fast as they could without flat out running. Hayden chuckled to himself before turning back to the screen.
“This isn’t a joke, Hayden. You didn’t go through years of Space Fleet training to get thrown in the brig on your first day,” his dad said, his voice stern.
“Well I also wasn’t planning on facing a Mortuk ship, getting a dozen people killed, saving everyone else on board and then getting thrown in the brig because the captain was too busy daydreaming to do his job.”
“I know, I know. I spoke with Ivan. He told me everything,” Gerald said.
“Did he tell you about this?” Hayden said, readjusting his collar to show the red marks on his throat where bruises were beginning to form. “He was so out of it he saw me and thought I was one of them. Only reason he got off me was because the plan that I came up with to save the whole ship went into motion, and he fell.”
Warmth flared within Hayden at his father’s anger. Dad was genuinely upset that he’d been attacked. Or was it because Ivan didn’t tell him? When it came to his father, there was always a double meaning.
“He failed to mention that to me,” he said. Hayden could tell her was trying his best to keep his cool. “Don’t worry, son, the two of us will have a conversation about that, I assure you. However, right now, he’s the only person qualified to bring the ship into base. Once you’re there—once you’re safe—we’ll figure out the next step.”
“If my safety was your concern, Dad, you shouldn’t have let me join the Space Fleet,” Hayden said with a smirk.
“That’s why joining the L-Cadets was your only option. If your life is going to be in the hands of the soldiers next to you, I want to make sure they’re the best.”
Hayden sighed and nodded. “This is a good group here—save for Ben Tillows, of course.” Hayden walked over to the bunk in the corner of the room and sat down.
“Oh, Christ. You’ve got a Tillow on board with you? I can have him transferred, if you want,” Gerald said with a raised eyebrow and a playful smile.
Hayden laughed and shook his head. “I don’t think that’ll be necessary. I can handle him.” Hayden thought back to the fight they’d gotten into earlier and smiled. He didn’t think he’d be able to smile again for a long time but he always enjoyed talking with his father. The man’s natural ability to make people feel warm, welcome and loved was his superpower. It was why he was perfect for politics, really. “Maybe you can do something about getting me out of this cell though.”
Gerald threw his head back and laughed. “Don’t worry, Hayden. It’s being taken ca—”
An explosion outside the window behind Gerald cut him off mid-sentence.
Hayden jumped from his seat, gripping the tablet tight in his hands. “Dad!”
Gerald jumped from his seat and a group of Secret Service agents flooded the room, knocking the tablet from his hand, causing it to land face up in the air.
“Dad!” Hayden shouted again, shaking the tablet, willing his father to come back to the screen.
“I love you, Hayden!” he shouted from off-screen.
Glass exploded and a black streak flew into the Oval Office. The screen went black and an error message popped up on Hayden’s tablet—the call had been disconnected.
Hayden ran to the bars and shook them, screaming. “Captain Ivan! Get me Captain Ivan! They’re under attack!” Nobody came. His voice wasn’t penetrating the thick metal of the brig door. He felt his throat being torn apart as he screamed louder and louder. But no one came.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Mia’s head slumped to her chest, the sudden motion causing her to jolt awake.
She looked around, frantic, trying to figure out where she was. The tall bookshelves, the books sprawled in front of her, the tablet with a dead screen, the cold cup of coffee. Her memory slowly returned. She was in the library of her university, she’d fallen asleep, and—she looked at the watch on her wrist—yep. She was late.
“Shit, shit, shit.” She jumped up from her seat, grabbed her backpack that hung off the back of the chair and began shoving everything on the table inside. She had no time to be organized. No time for rhyme or reason. Everything had to go. She’d sort it all out later.
Despite her hurry, she erred on the side of caution. The handgun her father insisted she carry was inside somewhere. There was no way it’d go off without her fingerprint unlocking it but she was raised to act as if all guns were loaded. Logic dictates that, if that were true, having it thrown haphazardly in a backpack wasn’t the smartest thing to do but Mia’s logic only went as far as her convenience.
Done, she threw the backpack over her shoulders. She brushed away a stray brown hair that’d found its way inside her mouth and took off towards the stairs. She’d meant to get in some extra study time before her history test at 11:00. She loved the library and, even though many viewed books as archaic, she loved them—the smell, the feel of the pages, the cracking of the spines. She was happy that, despite all of the technological advances in the world, books were one of the few things that survived history.
What she wasn’t happy about, though, was falling asleep. Now it was 11:03 and she had to get all the way across campus before it got any later. She cursed her boyfriend under her breath. She knew she shouldn’t have spent the night, but there were too many episodes of The Beam to catch up on, and she didn’t want to get any farther behind.
You happy now, Nick? Your stupid show’s going to make me fail this test. She barreled out the doors of the library and the cold D.C. air blasted her. She clenched her jaw and focused on getting to the other side of campus as fast as she could. The giant clock tower in the middle of the courtyard seemed to be mocking her as the minute hand clicked to the next tick.
She prayed her teacher, Professor Hence, would cut her some slack. She doubted that, though, given the fact that he hated her. He couldn’t get past the fact that her father was a part of history he didn’t like, no matter how many times she’d told him that she’d done just that.
I could give him a lesson or two in for—
An explosion interrupted her.
The shockwave blasted across the campus, sending Mia flying. She hit the grass and rolled over a few times. Her limited military training kicked in and she shielded her head from the debris. The heat of the fiery debris burned her skin, for some reason, it didn’t make any noise.. The only thing she could hear was the burning of whatever building had blown up, along with screams.
Mia looked up. Thousands of burning pages rained down around her, covering the ground like fiery snow. She turned around and looked at the source of the explosion. Her heart fell to her feet.
The library was in ruins. There was nothing left but burning rubble. Her mouth hung open in shock. She had no idea what caused it but she did know that if she’d slept for just a little bit longer, she’d be amongst the ashes and not standing atop them.
A black streak whistled across the sky, tearing her from her thoughts. Another one followed. Within seconds, the sky was filled with black streaks. A whistle isolated itself from the rest. It grew louder. Mia turned to see where it was coming from and watched as one of the black streaks tore through the clock tower in the middle of the courtyard she was standing in. It burrowed into the dirt, sending shockwaves across the ground. Mia fell off her feet, but she made no attempts to get up. She was hypnotized by the large black needle-shaped ship that stuck out of the ground like a spine on a cactus. The vessel hissed as one side of it opened at the top and folded outwards, making a ramp to the ground. Like something out of the many history books she’d read, a platoon of Mortuk soldiers marched down the steps, every thud of their large metal boots sending a prick of fear down her spine.
She stayed there, frozen, hoping that, if she remained still, they might not see her. If she had to run, they might as well shoot her then and there, because she knew there was no way that was happening.
The humanoid soldiers fanned out, their bodies hidden under armor. The sun reflected off their armor and it shimmered a deep black, then a million different colors in the span of a millisecond. It settled on a brilliant white before going black once more. It was as if every inch of their armor was a prism, the sun reflecting its beautiful light for all the world to see.
The loud rumble of a Space Fleet A-44 fighter filled the air. It flew overhead, launching its powerful lasers at the alien vessel. The lasers exploded on impact and Mia shielded her eyes from the blast. She looked up and saw the needle-like ship undamaged.
The Mortuks, however, didn’t fare as well.
Pieces of them were strewn across the courtyard. Their armor wasn’t as missile-resistant as their ship.
Mia jumped up from the ground and grabbed her backpack as she ran towards a nearby building.
She ran beneath the covered walkway that led to the science building. She placed her back up against the wall, trying to regain her breath and collect her thoughts. No students or faculty were anywhere to be seen. Must be in a classroom on lockdown.
Another explosion sounded nearby. She searched for the source and saw the traces of the fireball dissipate into the air nearby. The sky filled with the black streaks, some of them smashing into the ground, others engaging in dogfights with the Space Fleet fighters.
One thing Mia knew for sure—now was the time for her gun.
She put her backpack down and dug through the mess. The pistol was one of the only gifts from her father that she was grateful for, besides her watch and—of course—her life. Although some days she was more thankful for the first two than the last one.
“Shit,” Mia breathed as she turned her backpack upside down. The pistol hit the ground with a clank and she swooped it up. Her fingers wrapped around the grip and a satisfying click sounded. The thin strip of light that ran along both sides of the barrel turned from red to green. The only way it’d turn back to red is if she took her hand off of it, or if it began to overheat.
Mia stood, her weapon pointed at the ground. She thought about picking back up her backpack but decided against it. It’d only slow her down. She looked around for any sign of the aliens. For now, they all seemed to be screeching across the sky or bombing nearby buildings. She stepped out into the courtyard, pages still floating to the ground around her.
A certain page nearby caught her eye. Mia walked over to it, not believing what she was seeing. She recognized the book it came from: A Brief History of the Mortuk-Terran War. She knew it well, because it was one she’d read many times as a child. She loved to hear the story of her father’s heroism from another point of view.
That, and the page that sat on the ground, the edges burning, the flames racing to the center, contained a picture of her father. His eyes looked back up at hers. “You happy now?” she asked as the page turned to ash. “Joshua Ivan finally has another war to fight, just like he always wanted.”
Mia Ivan left the burning page behind as she ran to the edge of campus. Her main concern was finding the only man she loved, Nick, and getting the both of them out of Washington D.C. and to safety.



        


EPISODE TWO
Return of the Mortuks







CHAPTER NINETEEN
Ivan held the tablet tight in his hand as he walked down the hallway towards the brig. He’d watched the footage on it over and over again, the recording of the conversation between Hayden and his father. What he saw haunted him—scared him to his core.
Nervous voices spoke in hushed tones as people walked past them, turning their heads to focus on tablets of their own or to the person they walked with. Nobody wanted to look him in the eye. If they only knew. He gripped the tablet tighter.
He approached the door that led to the brig. The marine stationed outside gave him a salute and opened the door. Ivan stepped inside. Hayden stood from his cot and walked over to the bars. “Give us a moment,” Ivan told the marine standing inside the room.
“Yes sir,” she responded before turning to leave. She closed the door behind her.
“Well? You watch the recording?” Hayden asked.
Ivan walked over to the bars and nodded. “Yeah, I saw it. Whatever it is, it doesn’t look good.”
“What do you mean ‘whatever it is?’ We know what it is. An attack on Earth right as the Mortuks show up again? It’s them and you know it.”
“The Mortuks attacked us millions of miles from Earth. There’s no way they got from the Earth Territorial Line to Earth itself without anyone noticing. There’s at least a hundred different military stations and colonies. Someone would’ve seen them. Someone would’ve stopped them,” Ivan said, not quite convinced himself. He had to admit the timing was impeccable if it was just an Earth-borne terrorist attack.
“You saw what we were up against back there,” Hayden said. “Our weapons did nothing against their fighters. One shot from their mother ship was enough to tear the Ricochet apart. Would’ve killed us all if it weren’t for me, need I remind you. We have no idea what they’re capable of. They’ve had forty years to prepare.”
“We haven’t exactly been sitting on our asses either,” Ivan said. “Besides, alien invasion or not, there’s not much we can do about it from out here. We’re sticking with our plan to dock with the Comoran. We’ll assess the situation then.”
“We’re just going to abandon everyone on Earth?” Hayden shouted, anger flaring in his eyes.
Ivan sighed. “Look, I understand why you’re upset. But you’ve got a lot to learn. We can’t just fly into the middle of an alien invasion and improvise. This ship hasn’t been battle-ready in decades. We’d be nothing more than a distraction for ten minutes, tops.” Ivan took a step towards the bars of the cell. His feelings towards Hayden had softened, but he still wasn’t fond of the boy. But he could see the fear behind the anger in his eyes—the fear of losing his family, a fear Ivan knew all too well. “I know you’re scared for your father. Don’t worry about him. He’s the most protected man this side of the ETL. If anyone’s going to get through this okay, it’s Gerald Key.” The words tasted vile in Ivan’s mouth. He never thought he’d be trying to comfort the son of the man he most hated. Gerald could be as nice as he wanted to to his face, but Ivan knew the type of man he really was. He wasn’t fooled that easily.
Still, watching the exchange between Hayden and his father, he could tell that the boy was ignorant to his father’s faults—an ignorance Ivan couldn’t blame him for. An ignorance Ivan envied.
Ivan reached into his pocket and pulled out his keycard, a gray and blue piece of plastic with his name and the Space Fleet logo emblazoned on it. He pressed it against the metal box that sat on the right side of the door to the cell. The locks disengaged with a clank and Ivan pulled the door open. “Can I trust you to not be insubordinate, to not let your emotions cloud your judgment and to follow my orders without question?”
Hayden stood in his cell for a moment. Ivan could see his wheels turning. The kid finally nodded and stepped out of the cell.
“Good.” Ivan shut the door behind him. “I’m sorry I had to do that. I hope I don’t have to do it again.”
Hayden stared straight ahead at the door. “Can I go now?” he asked, turning his head over his shoulder.
“You’re dismissed, cadet.”
Hayden swung the brig door open and slammed it behind him, leaving Ivan alone, trying to decide how worried he should be about the look in Hayden’s eyes.





CHAPTER TWENTY
Mia pressed her hands against the manhole cover and lifted. She’d disappeared down the very same manhole a few hours earlier, hiding from the attack that was happening above her head. The rumble of explosions and roar of ships sounded for hours. But for the past thirty minutes, it’d been mostly quiet.
Her eyes darted around, searching for signs of life. The sun was going down, but the sky was already mostly dark from all the smoke. She wasn’t sure what was worse: the smell of the sewers or the smell of death and destruction outside. Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked upon the slain humans that littered the ground, the destroyed buildings that once were businesses and homes and the alien vessel that pierced the ground, violating the Earth’s landscape.
She bit at her lip and forced away her tears. Now wasn’t the time. She needed to get to her boyfriend’s house. She needed to be sure he was okay.
She waited a few more moments and, convinced it was relatively safe, she pushed aside the manhole cover and climbed out of the sewer. Her feet sloshed in her shoes as she ran for cover behind a nearby car. It seemed to be in okay condition. She reached up and opened the driver’s side door.
A body fell out and Mia fought the urge to scream. She scrambled backwards across the asphalt, pushing the woman off her. She got to her feet and brushed the death off her clothes, her breath growing ragged. Unable to look at the body, Mia turned and faced the full scope of the alien assault.
Plumes of smoke littered the city. What was once a vibrant, towering skyline was now only four skyscrapers, three of which had significant damage. The one on the far left, however, seemed to be untouched. At least something was spared. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw a few of the needle-like ships flying in circles downtown, perhaps patrolling or searching.
She looked up to space, hoping to find some clue as to what was going on. But no ships were visible—neither human nor alien.
Mia waited a few more moments. She took a couple of breaths, trying to build up her confidence, before turning and facing the death behind her.
The woman sprawled on the ground, a hole in the left side of her head, a matching one on her right. The aliens had shot her. Mia couldn’t help but think that as far as deaths go, she was one of the lucky ones. A shot to the head was quick—painless. Judging from the destruction surrounding her, it could’ve been much worse.
Mia stepped over her, feeling guilty for leaving her just lying there. Wasn’t much she could do, though. She didn’t have time to stop and give her a proper burial and she wasn’t going to be in the minority on that one.
She peered into the car. On the passenger side sat a man, his head slumped into the dash, identical holes in the sides of his head. Mia pulled her head out of the car. She propped herself up, her elbows on the roof. She breathed slowly, trying to keep her emotions at bay. Now’s not the time for a breakdown. She closed her eyes and fought to remember the limited military training she’d received before dropping out of the academy. Now was the time to put it to good use.
A renewed sense of confidence settling in, she acted fast before the doubt could creep back. She set her backpack on the ground, followed by her jacket. She used the jacket to brush as much glass as she could off the seat of the car, before laying it out and sitting on it for extra protection. She leaned over the passenger seat and opened the door, then pushed the man out, the sound of flesh hitting asphalt reverberating down to her core. She swore she’d hear that in her nightmares, along with the other sounds of this day.
Mia grabbed her backpack and threw it on the seat next to her. She pressed the button to start the car and entered her boyfriend’s address into the cars computer—the autopilot did the rest. She pulled her pistol from the back of her waistband and watched out the driver’s window, her guard never going down.

Mia pulled up to Nick’s house. Or, where his house used to be. It was rubble now. The scorched earth and craters confirmed her suspicions of a bombing run.
She sat in the car, the headlights illuminating the debris as the sun’s descent concluded. The rubble from all the houses in the neighborhood stretched and blended together. She couldn’t tell where his house ended and the neighbor’s began. She wanted for them to bust free but it was as if a wall had been built up inside of her. A dam refusing to let any emotions slip through the cracks. She hated it. She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry. She wanted to do something. But all she could do was sit there and stare in shock.
Maybe he got out. The dark reminder that he would’ve still been asleep at the time of the attacks crept up in her mind. Still, the attack might’ve woken him. He could have gotten out before the bombing. She had to check.
So why was she unable to get out of the car?
No matter how much she wanted to, the act of lifting her hand and pulling on the handle seemed impossible. It was as if the weight of an entire warship had tied itself around her wrist—it was impossible to lift.
She tensed her jaw and steeled her resolve. She couldn’t give up on Nick. Not when he was the only thing she had left. Sure, she had friends, but no one she was really close to. No one like Nick. She remembered when she had family, too—Beth and her father. Some nights, if she tried hard enough, she could even remember her mother.
But now it was just Nick.
She looked out at the rubble one last time before furrowing her brow and squinting. She wasn’t going to give up on the last of her family just because she was scared.
She found the strength to lift her hand and open the door. She turned the car off and shoved the keys into her pocket before slamming the door behind her.
The scorched ground crunched beneath her feet. She kneeled down and felt the burnt grass. It was still warm.
A few houses down, some rubble shifted and a boom echoed throughout the neighborhood. A fresh billow of black smoke rose into the sky. This really did feel like a war zone.
“Nick,” Mia called out as she approached the remains of the small, two-bedroom house. “Nick!” She climbed over the first wave of debris. She was astounded by how much wood had been used on the house. All the newer, more modern homes were made from other, less fragile things, like steel or even ultainium in some cases. The older, cheaper ones had been made from wood.
“Nick!” she all but shouted, trying her best to keep her voice down just in case there were any aliens nearby. She doubted there would still be any this far away from downtown, but better safe than sorry.
She began to dig through the rubble. It was all still very warm, some of it even too hot to touch. Every once in a while she’d have to stop to pull out a splinter, or to press a fresh cut against her side to stop the bleeding. But she didn’t give up. She wouldn’t stop searching until she knew for sure whether or not Nick had made it out.
She came across a few of their belongings—their treasures. A picture of them at a museum, the stuffed penguin he’d given her for their fifth anniversary, a bra from the night before. None of them mattered anymore. None of them were Nick.
“You looking for something?” a gruff man said with the click of a gun. The cool metal of the barrel pressed up against the back of her neck and Mia froze, her hands slowly moving towards the sky.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
“I don’t want any trouble. I’m just looking for my boyfriend. This is his house,” Mia said, surprising even herself at how calmly her words came out.
“Not looking for any trouble either, but I’ll put it out if any comes my way,” the man said, pressing the gun into Mia’s neck a little bit harder. “You got a way out of here?”
Mia shook her head, trying to keep her thoughts away from the keys in her pocket, as if the man could read her mind.
“Question’s rhetorical, sister. I know you came in on that car back there. Where’s the keys?”
Mia couldn’t give up her only means of escaping the city but, then again, it wasn’t like she had much of a choice. “Okay, I’ll hand over the keys on one condition.”
“I’m listening,” the man replied.
“I’ve got a gun in there. Let me get it out. You wouldn’t leave me out here defenseless, would you?” She knew it was a long shot. Guns would be in high demand soon and if you knew the right guy and paid the right price, you could get around the fingerprint lock. Still, no damn way was she going to be left out here all alone without a weapon.
He chuckled. “Tell me where’s the keys, and maybe I’ll think about it.”
Mia weighed her options. Handing over the keys was the only thing she could do that would guarantee her survival. “They’re in my pocket.” She reached down to pull them out but the barrel of the gun pressed deeper into her neck.
“Ah ah ah,” the man said. “Slowly. Don’t get any ideas.”
Mia resisted the urge to elbow the man in the crotch right then and there. Slowly, she reached into her pocket, which was more difficult then she’d imagined, given her squatting position. She retrieved the keys and handed them to him.
“You stay right here. Move and I’ll shoot.”
Mia wasn’t sure if she believed the man but she didn’t want to find out. She’d find another car—although it was daunting to think of how far she might have to travel to find one that wasn’t crashed, burned up or had already been stolen.
The car door opened then shut. The vehicle started up and she clenched her eyes. She fought the urge to get up and run after the man. His gun wasn’t on her now. This was her only chance.
She heard the car door opened back up, and another shot of fear coursed through her. Was the man coming back? Had he changed his mind, deciding against letting her go free?
The back door opened and closed. She turned her head to try and catch a glimpse of what was going on but the headlights of the car blinded her. She couldn’t see a thing.
“You care more about a gun then you do a damn baby? I oughta shoot you, but I ain’t taking care of nobody,” the man shouted before getting back into the car.
The vehicle peeled out and Mia jumped to her feet. She was about to give chase—to follow it as far as she could and take it back. But something caught her eye on the scorched front lawn next to the curb.
It was a baby’s car seat.
Mia approached with caution, as if a rabid bear was waiting to attack. Her hands shook. She rounded the front of the seat and held back a gasp.
Sitting buckled up in the car seat, big blue eyes reflecting the burning of the houses and the full moon, was a baby. It stared up at her, as peaceful as could be.
Mia stepped forward, unsure what to do. “How did you…?” She stared at the baby in disbelief. She’d been so focused on getting inside the car and defending it from aliens that she didn’t even think to look in back. The baby had been so quiet, too, probably sleeping. She couldn’t believe it. She’d heard that some babies were heavy sleepers, but this just too it all to the next level.
She sat there for a full minute, staring at the baby, the baby staring back. “Hi there,” she said finally, with a small smile. Sadness pinged within her as she thought back to the driver of the car, the mother—how she fell on top of Mia and she threw her aside. The other passenger, the father—how she pushed him out of the vehicle, his body hitting the ground with a sickening thud. She wanted to vomit. She wanted to cry. But her dam held strong. Unwavering.
“I’m going to get you to safety, okay?” she said to the baby.
The baby stared back.
“How old are you?” She got closer. “You look one,” she said, inspecting the baby. She’d already forgotten all about having her car stolen—all about Nick. In fact, now she felt guilt and fear. What could’ve happened had that man not noticed the baby? She didn’t want to think about it. She cursed herself for being so unaware of her surroundings and shook the thoughts from her head.
She unbuckled the baby. Was it a he or a she?
But then the whistling sounded overhead—a whistling that grew into a roar.
She looked up and saw the sterile white light of an approaching convoy of alien vessels.
Another bombing run was about to commence.
She grabbed the handle of the car seat as the bombs began to drop nearby. Mia took off running, her gait awkward as she tried to keep the car seat from swinging too much. The baby cried but the wind rushing through Mia’s ears and the bombs dropping nearby soon drowned that out.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Hayden strode down the hallway of the Empire, paying no attention to the turning heads.
“What’s going on?”
“Did you really save everybody?”
“Why were you in the brig?”
He ignored them all. He only had one thing on his mind: getting to his bunk. He reached the room in record time and, when he stepped through, was greeted by the blank stares of Allen and Miri.
“Where you been, boss?” Allen asked, standing up from his seat at the table. His large muscles bulged from under his. He wore his dark blue uniform pants, but his top hung off the side of his bunk.
“I heard you were in the brig.” Miri leaned back in her chair.
Hayden shrugged as he walked over to his bottom bunk and picked up his tablet. “It’s been a long day, let’s just say that.” He pulled up the message center and fired off a text to Vick to meet him in this floor’s L-Cadet lounge. “Miri, you were on the bridge this morning weren’t you? Long distance communications?” Hayden asked as he set his tablet down. He looked up at the young woman who was sick with nerves when he told her what her assignment would be the night before.
She nodded, the color draining from her face. “Oh yeah, I was definitely there. Don’t think I’ll be forgetting it anytime soon.”
“She says you pretty much saved the day.” Allen leaned up against the bunks and crossed his arms.
Hayden nodded. “I guess so. Shouldn’t have, though. Should never have been put in that situation,” he said, more to himself than anybody.
The marine walked over to Hayden and gave him a pat on the shoulder. “In that case, thanks man. Hopefully you won’t have to do that again anytime soon.”
The image of the attack on his father played back in his mind. “Let’s hope that’s the case.”

A few minutes later, Hayden stood inside the barren L-Cadet lounge. Everybody was either still on duty or hanging out with their friends elsewhere on the ship. The room was medium-sized with two sets of couches in opposite corners of the room, each of which had a coffee table in front of it with a variety of games projected onto the surface. There were tables and chairs next to a small kitchenette, filled with snacks.
Vick stood in the middle of it all, making two cups of tea.
Hayden walked over and elbowed him. “Tea for the both of us? Shouldn’t have.”
Vick shook his head, his face serious. He nodded over his shoulder. Millie sat in the corner on one of the couches, her eyes puffy and red.
Millie’d mentioned something about her older sister being stationed on the Ricochet. Knowing she was dead would’ve been hard enough, but being right there on the bridge and seeing the wreckage—Hayden couldn’t imagine how upsetting that must’ve been. “How’s she doing?” Hayden asked under his breath.
Vick raised his shoulders as he stirred in some sugar. “About as well as you’d expect. Doesn’t really know anybody on this ship. Nobody to talk to. Her sister’s gone, the Mortuks have returned and we have no idea what we’re going to do next.” He looked up at Hayden, frustration in his eyes. “Where’ve you been, man? I heard them say you were in the brig?”
“Look, I’ll explain everything. Something big is happening though. Something bad.”
“Hey, Hayden.” Millie walked up behind them. Her arms were crossed, a tissue clutched tight in her hand.
“How are you, Millie?” Hayden reached out to put a hand on her shoulder. “You doing okay?” He cursed himself for asking such a dumb question. Of course she wasn’t.
She shrugged and nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.” Her voice was nasally, her eyes bloodshot. “I just wanted to say thanks for what you did on the bridge. It was really smart. Very brave. I appreciate it.”
Hayden didn’t know what to say. Taking praise at a time like this seemed inappropriate. “Thanks,” he finally said, quietly enough that he hoped she didn’t hear him.
“Yeah, I heard something about something,” Vick said as he handed Millie her cup of tea before taking a sip of his own.
“I’ll explain everything to you,” Hayden said. “And I mean everything. There’s a lot going on and we need to be ready. I don’t exactly have the utmost confidence in the leadership aboard this ship.”
“Oh, you don’t know just how right you are,” Vick said.
Hayden looked at him, eyebrows raised.
“Ben Tillow is the current XO of the USTS Empire,” Vick responded, hiding his giant smirk with his mug. “Captain Ivan also ordered no further job changes, so it looks like we’re stuck with him for the time being.”
Hayden sighed and leaned back on the counter. “Well, shit.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Hayden waited outside the elevator that led from to the sleeping quarters from the bridge. He hid in the small dark hallway and watched the doors every few minutes. His right leg jumped up and down, nerves jittering. This was either going to go really well, or really badly.
The doors opened and, this time, he saw his target.
“Ben,” Hayden whispered, as his least favorite person aboard the Empire walked by.
Ben Tillows’ head jerked around and his eyes landed on Hayden. A smug smile spread across his face as he walked over. “Well, if it isn’t our little jailbird.”
Hayden grabbed Ben by his uniform and held him against the wall. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? You really think you can be XO without getting everyone on this ship killed?”
Ben reeled backwards, jerking his way out of Hayden’s grasp. “Excuse me, cadet,” he said, looking Hayden up and down. “Is that any way to act towards your superior officer?”
Hayden clenched his jaw. It was all he could do to not punch Ben in his smug face. “This isn’t a game, Ben. I’m being serious. Please, relinquish command to me. You and I both know your best interests are in yourself. When those men died the first time we saw the Mortuk’s and you were CAG, you were just angry at me because I almost got you killed, not your men. ”
Ben threw his head back in a fit of laughter. “Seriously? Did you really think this would work?” Ben shook his head. “You really are something, Hayden Key.”
“This isn’t a joke. You’re going to get everyone killed.”
“I can handle myself. You’re taking this shit way too seriously, Hayden. We’re going to dock at the Comoran. Then none of us will be in charge. Christ, I’m not even this paranoid. They say jail can change a man.” Ben chuckled as he stepped out of the hallway. “Looks like your crazy is finally showing.” Tillows turned and left, striding down the hall with the confidence of a man who didn’t care.
Hayden stood there, hands on his hips, fuming. He knew it was a long shot but it’d been worth a try. If the Mortuks were already invading Earth, he didn’t have much hope for the Comoran.

It was almost time for lights out but Hayden had one more thing to do before he went to bed. He had to be up at 0430 for their arrival at the Comoran, so he knew he wouldn’t have time for this visit in the morning.
Sparks flew all around him as metal was being ground down and parts replaced. He walked along the hanger deck where fighters were being repaired, mechanics getting them ready for the next encounter with the Mortuks. For a moment, Hayden wondered what would become of the Empire if another war were to happen. Would it be retrofitted with the newest technology, out there on the front-lines, promoted back to USS Empire? Or would it stay a training ship? He guessed that it all depended on how many ships the Space Fleet actually had out there.
“You damn MetaBot! I said I needed 3/4 of an inch, not 1/4!” Hayden heard someone shouting to the right, the booming voice loud over the sound of the commotion going on in the hangar.
Hayden walked down, running his hand along the front of the Mambas, searching for the source of the voice. A few ships down the line, he found who he was looking for. Russ, the acting head engineer, was busy berating a MetaBot. He was tall but not particularly muscular. Hayden thought he saw a bit of a belly on the man but his dark blue jumpsuit was a bit baggy and loose, so he couldn’t exactly tell.
“Having some trouble?” Hayden asked as he approached.
Russ looked to his left, black grease and oil staining his face and discoloring his light brown hair. He saluted when he saw Hayden approaching.
“You don’t have to salute. We’re both L-Cadets,” Hayden said. This was true, although unlike most L-Cadets who were trained in all aspects of war, Russ was a specialist L-Cadet with an engineering concentration.
“Right, sir,” he said, lowering his hand. “Sorry, I was just saluting because…well, it’s an honor to meet you, sir.” He stretched out his hand.
Hayden took it. “Thanks, although you don’t have to call me ‘sir’.”
“Sorry about that, just a big fan of your father.” Russ stood there, smiling a toothy grin. Hayden smiled back at him, craning his head, since Russ was so tall. “I feel like I know you already. I watched you on the news all the time!”
Hayden blushed but tried his best to cover it by studying the ground. It was always weird when Hayden was reminded about his lack of privacy. Billions of people knew who he was and that unnerved him to his core. “Thanks. Are you working on getting these ships battle ready?”
“I’m trying, sir—er, I mean—uh, yes. I mean no. I mean, sorry. No, I’m not. Orders were to get these babies repaired and then ready for offloading.” Russ shuffled back and forth on his feet.
“Offloading?” Hayden raised an eyebrow. “What for?”
“Don’t know, that’s just what the stupid XO told me,” Russ said. His hand shot to his mouth. “Sorry, didn’t mean to disparage a commanding officer.”
Hayden laughed and shook his head. “Don’t worry, Russ. You’re in good company. Besides, he’s still an L-Cadet. Equal with you and me.”
Russ nodded his head and smiled as if he’d just shared a secret. “Well, in any case, that’s what we’re doing.”
Hayden breathed hard, his head racing as he looked away. Prep for offloading? Last time they came out of a jump, they were faced with Mortukian forces. They needed to be ready for a repeat, regardless of whether or not they’re heading to a military base. “Think you could scratch those orders?” Hayden asked, looking back up at Russ.
Russ eyed Hayden suspiciously. “What do you mean?”
“I mean these ships need to be battle ready. I’ve seen what we’re up against. We need to be ready to defend ourselves.”
Russ let out a long whistle, scratching his head as he looked at the ships around him. “We’d have to work through the night.”
“If we’re about to dive headfirst into a war, there’s going to be plenty of sleepless nights. We need to be ready.”
Russ nodded his head. “Yeah, you’re right. I think I can do that.”
Hayden sighed, a satisfied smile spreading across his face. “One more thing,” he said, tapping the ship next to him. “These ships are pretty old, aren’t they?”
“Yeah, they haven’t been updated since the Empire was decommissioned as a warship. Why?” Russ asked.
“I’m just thinking about something I saw when we encountered the Mortuks. The armor on their ships absorbed our lasers. Our weapons were useless. Ever heard about anything like that before?”
Russ thought for a moment. “I remember back at the academy hearing about this planet, or moon—something—that had this precious metal that had some really interesting properties. The interesting part about it was that our usual mining lasers weren’t able to penetrate and mine the material. They had to use more…archaic methods. Metal against metal, stone against stone, that sort of thing. The stuff could absorb energy, but it couldn’t take the blunt force of a physical object.”
Hayden listened, his wheels turning. “The way the armor was absorbing our blasts, I thought it might be something like that. Any idea what this stuff was called?”
Russ shook his head. “Stuff never even got a name, not one that was universally accepted, anyways. It wasn’t discovered until the end of the Mortuk War. The mines where they got it from are on the other side of the ETL, so once the treaty was signed, we never could get back to it.”
“Well, it looks like the Mortuks did. Which gives me an idea.” Hayden smiled as he realized his plan just might work.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Ivan eyed Ben Tillows in silence. The young L-Cadet stood at attention. He seemed to be working out as XO, although his head was a bit big for Ivan’s liking. Although nowhere near as big as Hayden’s ego, so at least that was an improvement. His experience growing up surrounded by military and in the public eye made him seem like a suitable successor to Hayden. Ivan hoped he’d been under enough pressure in his life that he wouldn’t crack should the occasion call for it.
“Everything prepped for arrival at the Comoran?” Ivan asked after about a minute of silence.
“Yes, sir!” Ben shouted.
Ivan winced and raised his hands. “No need for shouting, cadet. I’m not your drill sergeant.”
“Sorry, sir,” Ben replied, much quieter this time.
Ivan pushed himself off the desk that he was leaning against and stepped towards Ben. “You understand that we might be flying into a war zone, don’t you?”
Ben swallowed hard and nodded his head. “Yes sir.”
“The marines are armed and ready?”
“Yes, sir.”
“We’ve got emergency jump coordinates programmed into the ship’s computers?”
“Yes, sir.”
“The pilots are inspecting their ships and standing by for launch?”
A hesitation.
“Cadet?” Ivan asked.
“Yes, sir!” Ben answered, his voice a bit louder than before.
Ivan eyed him for a moment. “Good. We’re coming out of our jump in forty-five minutes. Get to the bridge. Get ready.”
Ben saluted. “Aye aye, sir!” Tillows turned on his heels and exited the room.
Ivan turned around and walked back to his desk, his joints aching a bit more than usual. He’d had pitiful sleep the night before, his mind racing as he thought about what the morning could bring. Only forty-five more minutes before we find out.
He picked up the tablet that lay on his desk, the screen paused on the video he’d watched a million times before: the conversation between Hayden and his father. He’d scanned it over and over again, searching for clues—anything that would help him understand what was going on. He thought about trying to call his superiors back on Earth again, but decided against it. He’d called them all dozens of times. They’d get back to him when they could. If they were dealing with an attack, they’d be much too busy to speak with a disgraced captain flying a training ship full of cadets.
There was, however, one person he could call—if he really wanted to know what was going on.
He switched applications and opened the one that he checked daily.
The one that would tell him the exact location of his daughter Mia.
The map of Earth loaded up and it took a few moments to get a signal. He connected to the tracking device implanted in the watch he’d given her, back when his eldest daughter Beth died. He always wondered why she still wore it. He’d given it to her when she hated him the most, yet the thing was always on her wrist. It made him feel happy and sad at the same time. Sad that she hated him, sad that they never talked, sad that things ended the way they did.
Sad he was on this damned ship.
And yet, happy—happy that, despite it all, he was still her father. In one way or another, she still loved him. She still wore that watch around her wrist, a daily reminder of her father.
He watched as the dot flew across the screen down a rural road. She must’ve been in a vehicle. He wanted to activate the sound on the device, but as his finger hovered over the button, he decided against it. He was already invading her privacy enough by tracking her location without her knowledge. He didn’t want to make it worse.
He read the vitals on the side of the screen. All the sensors in the watch told him that she was alive and well. That was all that mattered. He didn’t need to hear her voice, no matter how much he wanted to.
“We’re beginning to slow down in our approach to the Comoran, captain.” a voice said over the intercom. It was Millie, the L-Cadet who lost her sister aboard the Ricochet—one of the first casualties in this new Mortuk war.
“Thanks, cadet. I’m on my way.” Ivan watched the dot zooming down the road for a few more moments. He’d been gathering up the courage to call her and find out what was going on. But that would have to wait for now. Once we’re on the Comoran. I’ll do it then. Promise.
He set the tablet down and headed for the bridge.

Ivan watched the colors from the screen ahead dance around him from his seat on the bridge. The crew waited with bated breath. Their preparations were done. All they could do now was stand by for what awaited them on the other side of the jump.
He gripped his seat, his breathing slow and steady. He needed to stay focused. He couldn’t afford another breakdown. He was almost expecting the Mortuks to be on the other side, just in case. Then he’d be expecting it. Then he wouldn’t go into shock.
That, however, was far from the best case scenario. He hoped they wouldn’t be there. If they were, he couldn’t be sure of their chances of escape. Still, if there was one thing he’d learned in the first Mortuk war, it was to expect the worst and prepare for the best. Or was it the other way around? It’d been so long, Ivan couldn’t remember. To him, when it came to war, it was all the worst. He chuckled to himself. Expect the war, prepare for the war. Doesn’t have quite the same ring to it.
“Thirty seconds until arrival,” Millie announced.
Ivan stared at the towering screen that displayed the universe outside. It curved up, down, to the left and to the right. Before him stretched space—behind him, cadets. He was the only thing in between, and he wasn’t sure he liked those odds.
“Ten seconds, nine, eight—”
Where is Hayden?
“—Seven, six, five—”
Not the time. Focus. You can do this.
“—Four, three, two—”
Expect the war, prepare for the war.
“—one. Exiting FTL jump!”
The universe stretched and slowed as the FTL engines powered down.
Fear screamed through Ivan. Ahead, a single Mortuk ship took on three USS warships. The bright flashes of war filled the bridge as pieces of the Comoran broke off, explosions launching chunks of the tall structure with spinning rings into space.
“Get us in there!” Ivan shouted, standing as he pointed his finger to the battle that raged before him. “Circle the outside, fire upon the backside of the Mortuk vessel,” he said, a commotion breaking out behind him. He examined the long, sleek, pitch-black vessel. Starlight and laser flashes reflected off of its hull, projecting the battle that raged around it as if on a funhouse mirror. “Shoot anything that looks like it could be an engine. Tell our fighters to get ready to launch on my command!”
Ivan breathed a sigh as the bulky Mortuk fighters fired on the USS ships that were much sleeker and powerful than his old Empire. He didn’t know how this battle was going to go, but he knew he wasn’t going to stand by idly.
“Welcome back, old friend,” he breathed as he fought off the fear that clutched at his chest.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
The Empire flew into the battle hot.
“Firing main cannons!” someone shouted.
Ivan watched as the dark green lasers fired from the bow of the ship, slamming into the backside of the alien vessel. Before the lasers hit, their reflection shone bright in the hull of the massive ship. Green arcs of energy spread across the ship before dissipating, the vessel no worse for wear.
More blasts impacted the Mortuk mothership, one after the other, to no avail.
“I’m reporting no damage to the hull of the Mortuk ship, Captain,” someone said to his right, confirming Ivan’s fears.
“Fire everything we’ve got at that thing!” Ivan shouted. “And I mean everything, at full power!”
“Aye aye!”
Ivan stood closer to the screen, watching the battle between the three USS ships and the Mortuk vessel. The battleships fired green lasers at the enemy mothership, while smaller cannons fired at the Mortuk fighters. The USS fighters engaged in dogfights with the aliens, their red lasers having the same effect as the larger green ones.
“Sir, an attachment of Mortuks are making its way towards us.”
Ivan turned and looked eye-to-eye with the red headed young lady who’d given him the news. He read the name tag on her right chest. “Cadet Collins, order our Mambas to engage. Keep focusing our firepower on the main enemy vessel.”
She gave a nod before raising a finger to her headset, relaying his command.
“Laser incoming!” someone shouted as Ivan turned back around. He looked just in time to see a volley of white lasers hit the ship. He ducked out of instinct, and the ship jostled around. He grabbed ahold of his chair.
“Damage report!” he shouted.
“Damage negative, sir! Our shields took the brunt of the blast. Currently holding at ninety-one percent,” the cadet responded.
Ivan examined the ship. “Where the hell are those blasts coming from?” There seemed to be no protrusions on the ship at the source of the white lasers.
Another set of lasers approached. “Brace for impact!” Ivan yelled. The white lasers blasted into the ship’s shields. This time one got through though, slamming into the hull nearby. The ship shook violently. These lasers were nowhere near as powerful as the giant one they’d barely dodged thanks to Hayden.
“That thing has three-sixty coverage,” someone exclaimed.
Ivan watched the ship, and sure enough, the thing was firing on all sides. The USS ships were beginning to maneuver around it, one on the port side, one on starboard, one on the bow, and the Empire taking up the rear. The Mortuk ship shot at them with the exact same firepower, no matter where they were. Explosions racked the hulls of the other ships and with every moment that passed, their firepower diminished. “Get me in contact with one of those ships!” Ivan yelled.
“Hailing the USS Hayes,” Millie said.
The captain of the Hayes appeared on the lower right corner of the screen, a lady of the same age as Ivan with a salt-and-pepper bob cut. Blood flowed down her face from a cut on her brow. Behind her, people screamed and scrambled about on the bridge, trying to live for a few more moments.
“This is Captain Joshua Ivan of the USTS Empire. What can I do to help?”
“Captain Red here with the Hayes. Hold your position for the moment, we’re trying to surround this thing and find a weakness,” she said, her eyes drifting. “Right now, you and I are the only one with communications still up. These bastards came out of nowhere—took us by surprise. We’d only been fighting for fifteen minutes when you arrived.”
“Fifteen minutes?” Ivan said. “You look you’ve been taking a beating for hours.”
“Thanks for the encouragement, Captain,” Red said in a fleeting moment of levity. Sparks rained down behind her as another blast hit the ship.
Ivan’s own ship shook, the shields still holding. Although, if what Red said was true, they wouldn’t much longer. “What’re your shields looking like?” Ivan asked.
“Down to twelve percent,” she responded.
Ivan thought for a moment. He looked down at the battle between the Mambas and the Mortuk fighters below him. To his shock, it seemed as if the Empire fighters were actually taking out some of the aliens. He pointed down at them and looked over his shoulder. “Contact them and find out what they’re doing!” He turned and looked back at Captain Red’s video stream. “Captain, get yourself and your crew in your ships and make your way over to us. Your ship is gonna go any time now. Our fighters have figured out a way to take out theirs. We’ll protect you.”
Captain Red’s eyes lit up. “You really think you can take these things on?”
“We can try. If you stay on there any longer though, and I know you aren’t going to last any longer.”
Red nodded. “Everybody evacuation procedures!” she shouted behind her.
He turned in his chair. “Issue the order. Tell our fighters to break off and make for the USS Hayes.” A cadet nodded and Ivan turned back around in his chair. “Get to your ship, Captain.”
Red shook her head. “I can’t. Our defense systems are too heavily damaged. I need to stay on board to operate them and provide cover fire.”
“Don’t be a fool, we need every soldier we can get right now. I need you on one of those evacuation ships!” Ivan slammed his fist down on the arm of his chair.
“Which is exactly why I must stay,” she said, her eyes growing heavy. “I can keep the bastards distracted, making it easier for my people to get to yours. No arguments, Captain. You can’t order me to do otherwise.”
Ivan didn’t know what to say. She was right. There was nothing he could do. He was about to open his mouth and wish her luck, but the feed cut out. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a blue laser from the alien vessel slam into the USS Hayes.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Hayden sat in the cockpit of an S-23 Mamba fighter, his body tingling with nervousness and excitement. Either his hunch would pan out or it wouldn’t—he almost hoped he wouldn’t find out.
“When’s the last time you had Mamba training?” Vick asked, his voice coming through the comm unit in Hayden’s helmet.
Hayden clicked the button on the side of his joystick. “About three months ago. I’m in the simulation module twice a week though.”
“Oh, shit,” Vick said.
“What?”
“I was hoping you weren’t going to say that. It’s been a while since I was in one of these things.”
Hayden smiled. “Hey, you’re the one who volunteered to help me.”
“I know, I know. Just crossing my fingers and toes there aren’t going to be any Mortuks on the other side of this jump.”
“We all are, but cut the chatter, okay?” said the CAG, Baxter. “You L-Cadets just stay in back, let us fighter pilots take care of this.”
“We’ve had just as much training as you assholes,” Vick said.
Hayden sighed and rolled his eyes. Vick and Baxter continued bickering for a moment before Millie’s familiar voice echoed across the Empire. “Arrival in thirty seconds.”
“Alright, let’s get focused guys, just in case,” Hayden said.
The line went silent as everybody waited.
“Ten, nine, eight—”
Hayden gripped the control stick tight.
“—Seven, six, five—”
You’ve done the sims a million times. Nothing’s changed.
“—Four, three, two—”
Please don’t let the Mortuks be there.
“—One, exiting the FTL jump.”
Hayden held his breath. It was silent. Not a word over the comm channels. Not a breath. Hayden’s heart beat hard in his chest. He had to remind himself to breathe.
“We’ve got multiple enemy contacts! All fighters are clear to launch and engage!” a voice boomed.
Hayden flicked the switch that started up his Mamba. “Here we go boys! Remember, use your alternate fire. Let’s surprise these bitches.”
He pulled up on his fighter and his body vibrated as the Mamba lifted off the ground. He was first in line to go. He pushed forward on the pedals at his feet to coax the fighter forward. He used the lever on his right to increase his speed and, with his left hand, used the control stick to keep the vessel centered on the green force field ahead of him that kept space out. He passed through the force field, the transponder in his Mamba permitting him a clean exit.
Hayden scanned the area, searching for the battle. When his eyes found it, his breath caught in his throat as if his cockpit had blown open and he’d been exposed to the vacuum of space
The massive, terrifying black Mortuk vessel was holding its own against three USS warships. It seemed to be perfectly fine, but he couldn’t say the same about the USS ships. They were taking a beating and the fighters weren’t faring much better.
“We’ve got enemy ships incoming,” someone said. Hayden turned his attention forward. A wall of the bulky, pitch black fighters headed his way.
“Time to figure out if you’re as smart as you think you are,” he whispered to himself. His finger wavered over the red trigger underneath the joystick. He held his breath, waiting for the Mortuks to get within weapons range. They just needed to be a little closer.
Come on…
Almost there…
Hayden tasted blood in his mouth as he realized he’d been biting down on his lip.
Just a little bit closer…
“Weapons free!” he shouted as he pulled on the trigger as hard as he could.
Bullets, not lasers, fired from the Mambas. They tore through space, slamming into the Mortuk ship he’d lined up in his sights.
It ripped apart and exploded.
“Whoo-hoo!” Hayden shouted as he slammed his fist into the cockpit roof. “It works, baby! Give ‘em hell!” he screamed as he lined another one up in his sights and took it out.
The aliens scrambled. “Yeah Whoretuks! Your armor ain’t shit!” Baxter yelled.
“Pick them off one by one and watch your firing lines!” someone shouted over the coms.
“Vick, with me!” Hayden yelled.
“I’m on your six!” Vick replied.
Hayden flew towards his next target—an enemy fighter that was after one of the Empire’s own. Hayden launched a volley of bullets its way but only nicked its armor. The thing began to smoke and spiral out of control, heading straight for the Empire. “Focus fire on that Mortuk!” Hayden shouted to Vick. “If that thing hits the Empire, no telling what damage it’ll do.”
“I got it.” Vick broke off Hayden’s six and went after the Mortuk. Out of the corner of his eye, Hayden saw the enemy ship explode well before it reached the Empire.
Hayden was already on his next enemy, lining up his target. His ship shook as lasers from another fighter flew all around. He looked behind him—he had a tail. He pulled back on his control stick, sending his ship straight up. Hayden slammed his feet on the back of the pedals, completing the flip. More lasers flew around him and he looked back—the ship was still on his tail. He jerked the stick right and did a barrel roll. One of the lasers grazed off the glass above him. The oxygen in his helmet turned on the air in the cockpit leaked out. “I can’t get this guy off my tail and I’ve got a leak!” Hayden shouted as he went into another flip.
“I’ve got you!” Vick screamed.
Hayden looked behind him just in time to see Vick appear from below them, flying up at the alien vessel, his bullets tearing the ship apart. “Thanks for that,” Hayden said.
“No problem. Need to go back to the Empire?” Vick asked.
Hayden looked at his oxygen levels. “No, I’m still in the green.”
“There’s too many of them!” somebody shouted over the coms. “They’re sending in reinforcements!”
Hayden looked out towards the mothership. Mortuk fighters were breaking off from the other warships and were heading towards the Empire. “They need to figure out what they’re going to do and fast!” Hayden said as he lined up another fighter and took it out.
“Right now it looks like they’re just taking a beating,” Vick said.
They were taking up a position behind the mothership, firing all of their weapons. Hayden cursed under his breath. “Those damn things aren’t going to work.” He wished they could’ve retrofitted the Empire to use bullets like she and her Mambas did once upon a time, but they only had the time and ammunition to work on the fighters. The Empire’s only hope was for her shields to hold.
“All fighters, this is the Empire. The captain wants to know what the hell you are doing out there to take out the enemy fighters?” someone said over the comms.
“Go ahead, Hayden,” Baxter answered, screaming as he was fighting off another Mortuk.
“I’ll cover you,” Vick said as he flew over Hayden’s fighter, taking the lead.
“These Mambas are so old that they used to fire bullets, not lasers. The original guns were never removed, so we rewired them to work with the new systems and used an old emergency stockpile of ammunition,” Hayden answered.
“Roger that,” answered the cadet on the Empire. “Stand-by for orders. Empire out.”
Hayden gripped the control stick, and searched out another target. Sounds like we made an impression.
“We’ve almost taken care of this wave,” Baxter said. “The next one won’t be so surprised. Everybody stay on guard.”
A cacophony of ‘rogers’ sounded over the radio and Hayden wished to himself that everybody had call signs so he’d know who was who.
“Empire to fighters, come in fighters,” the same cadet from earlier said.
“This is the CAG, Baxter, coming in.”
“We've got a detachment of ships evacuating the USS Hayes. We need you to escort them to the Empire.”
Hayden looked over at the Hayes. Things didn't look good for the ship. Its shields decimated, explosions racked its hull. Every blast from the mothership knocked another piece of the vessel into space.
“What about evacuations from the other two ships?” Hayden asked. They didn't seem to fare much better.
“We're working on getting in contact with them but their communications are down. We'll update you when we’ve got anything. Empire out.”
“Alright everybody, you heard them. Time to get our people and bring them to safety,” Baxter said.
Hayden looked to his right and made eye contact with Vick in the Mamba next to him. He raised his eyes and Vick smiled. Hayden turned his attention to the lopsided battle that raged before him. Let's see what these new Mortuks are made of. He punched down on the foot pedals, and his ship shot forward, straight towards the Hayes.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
“Alright everybody, get in defensive formations. We need to surround the crews, and make sure all our blind spots are covered,” Baxter said over the comms.
“Roger,” Hayden said. The Mambas lined up in a v-formation stacked three high, flying towards the cargo, fighter, and bomber ships that were beginning to take off from the hangar of the USS Hayes. A fleet of Mortuk’s were right on top of them, coming in hot.
“Full speed! We gotta close the gap fast!” Baxter yelled in their ears.
Hayden and the rest of the squad punched it. They screamed towards the helpless evacuees, the enemy fighters fast approaching.
“Laying down suppressive fire!” Hayden yelled as he began firing at the space between the Hayes’s ships and the Mortuk fighters.
“Approaching weapons range. Take out as many as you can on your way in but I want those ships surrounded ASAP,” Baxter ordered.
The reticle on Hayden’s HUD turned red as it got a lock on the Mortuk vessel. He fired wildly, hitting one and damaging another. The whole squad of Mambas tore into the enemy fighters who had yet to face them. Their only focus was taking out the ships leaving the Hayes.
The Mambas closed in and took up positions around the small squad of seven ships—all that remained of the USS Hayes’s crew. Hayden patched himself into their comm network.
“Stay inside our shield. We’ll take care of you. Full speed back to the Empire,” Baxter said to the lead ship.
“Roger that. I don’t know what you guys are doing to take them out, but give them hell,” a gruff-sounding man responded.
“Will do. Empire out.”
The Mortuk fighters were now taking a head on approach. Hayden fired at the oncoming ships, taking out a few. Lasers soared all around him. Some found their targets, and one of his fellow soldier’s ships was turned into nothing more than space junk. With each one, a small voice reminded him that this was real. This was actually war—not just a simulation.
He glanced down at his oxygen levels. Still good. He turned his focus back ahead of him, and couldn’t help but glance at the Empire. Seeing it side-by-side with the newer USS ships—much less the Mortuk mothership—its age really showed. It was bulky and looked much more scarred and worn. But the sheer size of it inspired awe. It was massive and the fact that he had command of it for just a few moments gave him a burst of pride.
He turned his attention back to the Mortuks ahead of him. His whole body clenched and his eyes narrowed. No way in hell was he going to let them take the Empire down.
Hayden jerked the control stick to the left, twisting out of formation. He pushed on the stick, dropping straight down. He slammed the speed lever to his right as far as it would go, his engines fired at full speed.
“Hayden! What are you doing?” Vick screamed into the comms.
“Thinning the herd!” Hayden yelled back. Adrenaline rushed through him. This isn’t a simulation. This is real. He smiled. This is real.
He got underneath the Mortuks, then pulled on his stick, flying straight up towards them. He pulled the trigger and yelled as he unleashed a flurry of bullets at the underside of the fighters. Hot lead tore through their sophisticated, bulky ships. He took out two, then three, then, with the fourth, flew straight through the explosion and was now flying above the wall of fighters.
“Get back here, you asshole!” Baxter screamed.
“I’m not letting them take any more of us!” Hayden yelled as he twisted around, flying back towards the enemy. His eyes widened when he saw a small group of six enemy fighters flanking the convoy. “Got Mortuks coming up on your six!” He cursed under his breath. He couldn’t believe the people in the back weren’t watching behind him but he had to remind himself that, technically, they were still all cadets—highly trained, extremely deadly, top-of-the-line cadets, but cadets nonetheless.
“Breaking away to take care of them,” Vick said. Hayden saw his ship twist out of formation and face the other direction.
Two more pilots broke ranks and followed Vick’s lead. Hayden came up behind them fast.
“Oh shit, they’re drifting!” yelled a pilot.
Hayden looked down to see what she meant. Without explanation, the squad of seven ships from the Hayes had completely shut down. They twisted and spun in space.
“Evasive maneuvers!” Baxter shouted.
The
Mambas had to scatter to keep from crashing into the out-of-control vessels. “Come in Hayes convoy, Hayes convoy come in, over,” Hayden said.
Nothing.
“Hayes convoy, do you read me?” Baxter said.
“Their comms are down!” Vick yelled.
Hayden had to hold back a scream when a group of needle-shaped ships came out of nowhere, slammed straight into the drifting ships and flew right out the other side. The convoy exploded, debris flying across space.
“I can’t see them!” Hayden yelled. The needles moved way too fast and were pitch black. Unlike the mothership, these were way too small and dull to have any legible reflections. They were like ghosts, invisible in the vacuum of space.
“Guys, believe it or not, I think we might have bigger problems,” Vick said.
Hayden looked around to see what he was talking about and, when he saw it, his stomach dropped.
All the ships except for the Empire had stopped firing. The three USS vessels and the Comoran base were floating through space, burning shells of what they’d once been. It was much quieter. Eerily so. Not even the mothership fired her weapons. It just sat there, taking every hit from the Empire in stride.
“The fighters are retreating! We did it!” a much too eager pilot yelled over the comms.
Even though he knew nobody could see him, Hayden shook his head. The pit in his stomach grew, just like it had when he first encountered the Mortuks.
“All fighters, return to the Empire immediately. I repeat, return now!” Millie yelled over the comms.
Hayden didn’t need to be told twice. He flipped his Mamba around, and headed for the green glow of the Empire hangar bay.
A white light filled his cockpit, followed by the boom of a giant laser that reverberated in his bones. He looked behind him, and watched as a giant white laser fired through the USS vessel on its starboard side. The laser tore through one side of the ship and out the other like it was nothing. The vessel exploded in a brilliant burst of light that was quickly put out by the vacuum of space.
Hayden felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. Thousands of souls on that ship—gone in a second.
“IT BLEW THE WHOLE THING UP WITH ONE SHOT!” someone screamed in his ear, their voice filled with terror.
“GO GO GO!” Baxter screamed. “WE GOTTA GET OUT OF HERE!”
Hayden didn’t think he could go any faster. “Come on, come on, come on, get us out of here,” he whispered to his ship.
Another white glow flashed across his vision.
“It took out another one!” someone yelled.
Hayden was almost there. Just a little bit farther. He’d be safe inside the Empire. They’d jump out of there. Everything would be okay. His heart slammed against his rips. His fingers wrapped around the control stick so hard he thought they might fall off. He breathed so fast that he just knew he was going to run out of oxygen.
He was so close he could taste it.
Another flash.
“The Hayes! The Hayes is gone!”
Hayden flicked a switch above his head. The landing gear lowered. He lined up for landing, slowing down only a bit.
He crossed the threshold, slamming his Mamba into the ground. He slid across the landing strip, spinning out of control. He brought down his speed as fast as he could. The interior of the hanger whirled around him. He got a glimpse of fighters landing in the bay around him, their landing just as hard. He caught a flash through the green shield that separated them from the mothership and her devastating white laser. He was still alive, so he knew it must’ve been the Comoran. An entire military outpost, big enough to hold a dozen Empires, gone in a flash.
“Brace for emergency FTL jump!” a voice yelled over the intercom.
Hayden held on tight and clenched his eyes shut. So many lives lost. So much destruction. All in less than an hour. He wished this was just a simulation—he wanted it to be, more than anything. But you couldn’t simulate the sickness he felt in his very core. There was no denying this was war. Real war.
He felt the jolt as Empire made the jump.
The Mortuks were behind him for now but he knew it would only be a matter of time before he encountered them again.
“You know what’s crazy?” Vick said, his voice sounding almost intoxicated. He chuckled. “We volunteered for this shit.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Ivan collapsed into the captain’s chair, his entire bridge staring at the screen in stunned silence at what they'd just seen—what they'd just been a part of. Destruction that nobody, not even the most advanced USS ships, could stop.
“We just had the CAG check in,” someone said from behind, her voice quiet.
Ivan turned around in his chair, trying his best to look calm and collected. “Yes? What did he report?” he asked the red-headed young lady.
“Sixteen pilots were lost in the battle, sir. There’s forty-seven of them left, not including L-Cadets, that is.”
The words sunk in, dwelling in the center of Ivan. “Thank you.” He turned back around in the chair. Sixteen souls. Each of whom had a career, a whole life, ahead of him.
This felt all too familiar. He’d hoped he would never have to experience these feelings ever again. Yet here they were, banging down the doors of his subconscious, not taking ‘no’ for an answer. He was already getting used to the twisting knot of stress and anxiety that settled in his chest. It was like an old friend, coming back from a long trip, greeting him with open arms.
There was no time to wallow in pity. He had a ship to run. A war to fight. Ivan stood from his chair. He turned around and faced the red-headed lady who’d spoken to him earlier. He read her name tag. “Cadet Ridell, get me whoever it was that came up with the idea to use bullets instead of lasers. Tell them to meet me in the conference room next to my quarters.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, tapping away at the tablet in front of her.
“And find out where the hell my XO is. Have him meet me there, too,” Ivan said, not hiding the annoyance in his voice.
“Yes, sir,” she repeated.
Ivan around him at all the young faces who were staring down at him. They didn’t even try to hide the fact that they were watching him. They wanted him to know that they were looking for guidance. “You just experienced your first real battle. Nothing can train you for war quite like war itself. You all performed well. I want everyone to focus on getting this ship back to one hundred percent, understood?”
“Yes, sir!” a cacophony of voices shouted down at him.
“Alright. I’m going to go find out how to kill these bastards. Keep up the good work.” Ivan walked up the steps and out the door towards the elevator. They stood at attention the whole time, watching him in silence. Ivan remembered how scared he was when he experienced his first battle. He knew exactly what they were feeling. They needed a strong figure to look up to. He only hoped he could be the person they were looking for.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Mia trudged along the side of the road, using the thin line of trees to stay out of sight. The early morning sky was turning gray, the smoke from the ashes of D.C. mingling with the clouds in the sky. She had no hope of seeing the sun anytime soon. Her whole body shook, although she wasn’t that cold. The shock and horror had settled over her like a blanket, pressing down tighter and tighter, suffocating her.
At least the baby had finally stopped crying. At first, when the crying stopped, she panicked, thinking something was wrong. But she had just cried herself to sleep. Mia’s arm went numb long ago, the car seat hanging loose from her fingers at her side. It reeked of piss, although her nose had begun to adjust to the smell. She felt horrible. The baby surely needed a diaper change but she didn’t have much of a choice. She hadn’t come across any convenience stores. At least, none that seemed safe to enter. Already there was a real looter problem, so she stayed clear of the mania that was electric car stations. People seemed to have gone feral, destroying everything—everyone—that stood in their way.
Diapers and food. That’s what she needed. Both for the baby, just the latter for herself.
The deep rumble of a convoy of trucks sounded in the distance. Mia crouched, searching up and down the road for any sign of the vehicles. In the distance, the first of the large transport trucks came into view—U.S. Army from the looks of it. Hope pushed aside the blanket of fear and for a moment she allowed herself to believe that everything would be okay.
She jumped out into the road but only once she was standing in the middle of the asphalt did she realize that it wasn’t the best idea. What if this wasn’t military? What if this was a bunch of looters—or worse—making off with stolen equipment? Would they show mercy on a twenty-two year old and a baby?
The large trucks came to a slow stop. Mia breathed in deep. No turning back now.
The camo doors of the first truck swung open and two soldiers jumped out. From the canvas covered backs of the three trucks, four soldiers jumped out of each one, setting up a perimeter.
Mia suddenly felt very small. All this commotion just for her. The driver—called that despite all the cars were controlled by autopilots—of the first truck waved her forward. The woman soldier seemed friendly enough, though rushed.
Mia stumbled forward, the aches and pains from walking through the night without rest coming down on her at once. She could’ve sworn her right arm was moments away from falling off. “Please,” she said through heavy breathing as she approached. “Do you h-have any supplies f-for the baby?”
The woman soldier nodded. She put an arm on Mia, while using the other to signal the man next to her to lower his weapon. Mia hadn’t even realized the barrel of a plasma rifle had been pointed right at her. “In the third truck,” she said as she led Mia around and to the back. “Let me take the baby for you.” She reached for the car seat.
Mia pulled her hand back, stopping in her tracks.
“Okay, okay.” The woman held up her hands. “I understand. Just follow me.” They continued walking, the soldier keeping her hands to herself. “My name is Sergeant West. If you need anything, let me know,” she said once they reached the back. She turned and tapped one of the soldiers next to her on the shoulder. The man turned around.
“Yes ma’am?” he asked, fumbling with his weapon as he lowered it.
“Help Miss…” she turned to Mia.
“Mia,” she said, answering the unasked question.
“Help Miss Mia here into her vehicle. Get the other mother we have in there to share some of her supplies.”
“Yes ma’am.” The moved the canvas flap out of the way and climbed up into the back of the truck.
“Stay safe, Mia,” West said, before turning and walking back to the front of the convoy.
The soldier reached out a hand. “Baby first, then I’ll pull you up.”
Mia hesitated. She looked down at the sleeping baby. It’ll be fine. She wasn’t even sure why she felt such a connection to the baby in the first place. She lifted the car seat over her head and into the hands of the scrawny soldier. He set the car seat down next to him where Mia couldn’t see it. Panic washed over her.
“You next,” he said, reaching down a hand.
Mia grabbed it and climbed up into the back of the truck. The baby slept in its car seat next to where she stood. She bent down and picked the seat up, a spring of emotions welling up within her.
“We’re ready to go!” the soldier shouted out the back. Boots dragged across the asphalt outside as they piled back into their trucks.
Mia searched for somewhere to sit. Two benches lined the sides of the truck. A bunch of supplies occupied the middle, including stacks of food and a pallet of pillbies—a whole meal in a pill. They didn’t taste like much, and going too long without eating, tasting, savoring real food was a sure fire way to go crazy. Still, Mia knew they’d come in handy.
“Sit back here,” the soldier said, leading her to an empty spot in the back of the truck. She sat down on the hard bench and he sat next to her.
“Name’s Samuel,” he said, reaching his hand out. “Or Sam, really.” An incongruous smile stretched across his face, curly dark hair sticking out from under his helmet.
“Mia,” she said as she shook it, feeling suddenly aware of how dirty she probably looked. There was probably a stick or two in her dark wavy hair.
“Nice to meet you, Mia. I’ll go get some supplies from Georgia over there.” He pointed to a sleeping woman who sat holding a baby against her chest.
Mia nodded. Sam got up and walked over to her, keeping his head down to keep from hitting it on the curved beams above them that held up the canvas roof.
Around her, people stared. Six other civilians filled the truck. Mix them with six soldiers and you had a recipe for whatever stench it was that filled the tight space. Mia didn’t mind, though. She was just happy to be sitting down, even if it was on a hard wooden bench. She could feel her legs turning to jelly. She hoped there wouldn’t be another encounter with the Mortuks anytime soon because, if so, she wasn’t sure she’d have it in her to get up and run away.
“Here you go.” Sam returned with an armful of supplies and set them down on the floor next to the car seat. “Got a couple diapers, bottle, some formula. She looks big enough that she could eat some solid foods though.”
Mia nodded. “She’s around one as far as I can tell. Has a couple teeth, not many though.”
“Wait, so you don’t know how old your baby is?” he asked. “At least I was right about her being a girl though. That was a total guess,” he said as he sat down.
“She’s not mine,” Mia said as she reached down to pick up the diaper. It was a little small, but not too bad. Anything would be better than the dirty one she was wearing.
Mia stared down at the sleeping baby. Sam said something but it was distant. All she could focus on was the beautiful baby girl. Mia’s hands shook as they hovered over the loose buckle. Tears welled up in her eyes. She’d done it. She’d gotten not only herself but also the baby to safety. For once, she did something good. She saved a life. She didn’t even want to know what would’ve happened had the baby been left alone in the back of her dead parents’ car.
Mia smiled as the baby yawned in her sleep. She couldn’t delay any further. She forced herself out of her mind and into the present. She unbuckled the seatbelt and pulled the baby. Holding the girl in her own hands for the first time, Mia’s emotions broke through. Had she not been so tired, she probably wouldn’t have cried in front of everyone in the truck. But she’d spent all day and all night running from the aliens—running to safety. Leaving behind everything she knew, the only man she loved—who was most assuredly dead. She’d been through all that in less than twenty-four hours. Dammit, she was going to hold the baby and cry.
The baby started to cry, although Mia was sure it wasn’t for the same reasons. It was more of a “my diaper is full of urine and I’m hungry” cry.
“Okay.” Mia pulled the baby from her chest, smiling. “Let’s get you good as new.”

The baby sat on Mia’s lap, looking around, smiling at everyone. She was much happier now that she had a clean diaper and a full stomach.
“What’s her name?” Sam asked, leaning over.
Mia shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve known her just about as long as I’ve known you.”
Sam raised his eyebrows and smiled. “Really? You’re a real Saint Teresa, aren’t you?”
“Just trying to do the right thing.”
“Well, you’ve got to come up with a name,” Sam said, leaning back in his seat. “Can’t keep calling her ‘the baby’.”
“I know, I’ve been thinking of a few but can’t decide on one.” In truth, Mia wasn’t sure she wanted to even name her. If she did, that’d be it. There’s no way she’d be able to hand the baby over to an orphanage after that. “I’m waiting to see if I can find any of her family first,” she said, trying to convince herself that was true.
“Good luck with that. That’ll be nigh impossible, especially if you don’t even know her name,” Sam said.
His intentions were good, but Mia still shot him a look. “Not helpful.” Before she could say anything else, her watch vibrated. She almost screamed and jumped up. Her watch was a classic. All mechanical. It was given to her by her father around the same time her sister died. For the most part, it seemed like an ordinary watch. Old school. No gadgets, no computers, nothing but a bunch of gears.
So why was it vibrating?
She looked down at the face of the watch, and a small hologram projected off the screen reading:
Incoming call from Joshua Ivan.





CHAPTER THIRTY
“Holy shit is that the Joshua Ivan?” Sam asked.
Mia was stunned. She didn’t know what to do. It’s felt like forever since she’d talked to him. She wasn’t sure how to answer so, on a hunch, she pressed the only button on the watch, the dial on the side she used to set the time.
The call connected and her father’s face projected inside the circular hologram that floated a few inches above the watch.
“Dad!” she said, her heart overwhelmed with joy and guilt. It’d been so long since she’d seen his face. “Dad, where are you? Are you safe?”
“Mia…going…you?” the feed was cutting in and out.
“Dad? Dad, I can’t hear you. It’s cutting out!” her voice got louder and louder. She was desperate to talk to him. To let him know that she was going to be okay. She was safe.
The baby leaned back, trying to see what was going on inches behind her head. She smiled at the hologram and Mia watched as his eyebrows furrowed, confused.
“Is…baby?”
“No, it’s not my baby, Dad. Where are you? Are you safe? Everything here’s destroyed.”
“…love…you.”
“I love y—”
Call failed.
“Dammit!” Mia shouted, slamming her hand down on the bench next to her. Her mind raced. At least he was safe. He looked to be unharmed, too. The hologram wasn’t big enough to see where he was at but she guessed he was still on the Empire. She couldn’t believe that they’d actually talked to each other. She’d spent the past few years resenting him and the past two, in particular, hating him. Or so she’d thought.
She looked down at her watch. At first she’d hated the gift. He’d missed Beth’s funeral and that was how he wanted to make up for it. It was as if he was saying, “Sorry about your sister, sorry I missed the funeral, here’s a watch.”
Eventually though, she got it. Her father wasn’t the best at relationships—wasn’t the best at showing his feelings. The watch was his way of doing just that, and now she knew it was also for keeping in touch with her, she understood it even more. Despite not speaking for two years, they were always just a button press away and she didn’t even know it.
She looked down at the little girl in her lap. She grinned up at Mia, showing her four teeth. “Beth. Your name will be Beth.”
Mia watched Beth for a few moments, before noticing that Sam was fidgeting in her seat, casting sideways glances. In fact, most of the people in the truck were throwing sideways glances her way.
“What is it?” she asked him.
“Okay, so was that the Joshua Ivan? The one who single-handedly thwarted the Mortuks during the last war? That Joshua Ivan? Is that a yes? I can’t tell. Are you saying yes with your eyes? Oh my gosh, you are,” Sam said, his questions coming out at sub-light speed.
Mia smiled. She was proud to be an Ivan—she hadn’t felt that in a long time. “Calm down, Samuel. Take a breath. First of all, it wasn’t single-handedly. President Key was there too.”
“You’re not helping the whole ‘calm down’ thing saying things like that,” Sam said, a smile stretching from ear to ear.
“Yes that was him,” she said, moving on. “My name is Mia Ivan. What’s going on with the quantum network? I gotta call him back.”
“The Mortuks must be doing something to interfere. There’s an ultra-high-powered military-grade quantum network node at the base we’re going to. It’s on a completely different grid than the civilian quantum network. It should allow you to talk to you dad like you’re standing right next to him,” he said with a satisfied smile.
Mia let out a relieved sigh.
The truck slammed to a halt. Mia gripped the bench next to her to keep from falling over. “Are we there already?”
Sam shook his head, letting out a nervous breath. “Nope. Guess we’ve got someone else to pick up.”
“We’ve got incoming!” Sergeant West yelled.
Sam’s face turned a ghostly white and Mia’s heart sank. She put Beth back in her car seat and buckled up, despite the girl’s protests.
“Stay here,” Sam said as the soldiers began to file out.
“Give me a gun,” Mia said, reaching her hand out.
Sam hesitated.
“You know who I am. You know I have military experience. I need to defend Beth.”
Sam let out a disapproving moan as he reached into his holster and pulled out his sidearm. “Only use it if you have to.”
“Of course,” Mia said.
Sam scrambled out of the back of the truck. Mia could hear the terrifying whistling of the approaching Mortuks in the distance. The whistling grew louder until it became a roar.
The Mortuks arrived.
After the roars of the approaching Mortuk fighters and the stomping and yelling of soldiers setting up a perimeter, the next sound Mia heard was that of the truck in the front convoy exploding.
People screamed as they clambered over one another to get out of the truck.
“Stay in the vehicles!” the soldiers screamed over the sound of their guns firing.
Fat chance. Mia grabbed a bottle of the pillbies and shoved it in her pocket. Next to the pallet of supplies sat a box cutter. Mia gave one last look at the back of the truck. People were climbing over each other, fighting with the soldiers to let them out.
She picked up the box cutter. She pushed it open and sliced through the canvas wall. She stuck her hands through the cut and ripped the hole wide open. “Exit here!” she yelled over her shoulder. She stuck the knife in her pocket, picked up Beth’s car seat and jumped out of the truck.
Her feet hit the asphalt, the smell of burning gasoline and rubber assaulting her nose. Beth screamed as the Mortuk fighters began another pass. Mia ran towards the tree line, gripping Sam’s pistol tight in her hand.
Something slammed into the ground behind her, sending a shockwave through the road. Mia fell forward, all her focus on keeping Beth upright and safe. She looked behind her and pulled herself off the ground. A needle ship skewered the truck, its front spire jutting through the makeshift door she’d used to escape. Soldiers and the few survivors fled for the trees as the ship hissed open and the Mortuks filed out.
“Come on, run!” Sam said as he hooked his arms under Mia’s and pulled her up.
Mia’s adrenaline kicked in and they sprinted for the trees.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Hayden couldn’t keep his leg from shaking up and down.
“Then I flew back and took out the Mortuks that were coming right up on our tail!” Vick explained to Millie, the excitement in his voice annoying Hayden.
“I’m glad you were able to take some of those bastards out. Let them know we won’t go down without a fight,” Millie said.
“We aren’t going down at all,” Hayden snapped, looking up at the two of them from his seat in the L-Cadet lounge.
The two of them looked at each other before turning back to Hayden. “You know what we meant,” Millie said, letting her eyes roll slightly.
Hayden shook his head and leaned back in his seat. “Whatever.” He could almost feel his nerves fraying. His adrenaline had long since stopped pumping and he was in the midst of crashing down from the high of his first battle.
“What were things like on the bridge?” Vick asked.
Hayden stood and walked over to the counter. He pulled a cup from the dispenser and filled it with water
“Hectic,” Millie answered. “It was…I don’t know…sad, I guess. Seeing the captain of the Hayes go down with her ship like that.”
“Any idea what went wrong with all of their vessels?” Hayden asked as he took a sip of water. He could almost see the destruction of ships he was supposed to protect in the ripples of the water.
“No idea. It wasn’t just the Hayes either, was it?”
Hayden set his cup down and crossed his arms. “What do you mean?”
Millie walked over from the couches to the counter and leaned against it. “All the ships that were out there shut down at once. You didn’t notice that?”
Hayden shook his head.
“We were a little preoccupied,” Vick said as he walked next to Millie.
“All the warships, fighters, escape vessels—everything—all went out at once. It’s like somebody tripped over the cosmic power cord and didn’t get it plugged back in in time,” Millie explained.
“Everyone except for us,” Hayden said.
Millie nodded. “Everyone except for us.”
The door flew open and the red-haired L-Cadet from the bridge came running in.
“Hayden,” she said, relief washing over when she finally saw him.
“Yes?” he asked. He searched his memory for her name. Lily Norwalk, if he remembered correctly.
“I’ve been pinging your tablet and searching all over for you. Captain Ivan wants to speak with you immediately. He’s in the meeting room next to his quarters.”
Hayden felt his adrenaline begin to pump again. “Okay. I’ll be right there.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Ivan stood in the meeting room. The long table stretched almost from the door to the back wall, with three chairs on each side and two on the ends. The room was bare, the cold metal walls empty except for a couple of screens that showed information when necessary. Ivan smiled as he thought about how usually, at this point in the simulations, he would’ve called in a few of the cadets for a meeting. At that time, a surprise attack would happen and everyone would have to get from the meeting room to their stations in less than two minutes. In some of the bunk rooms, though, the alarm wouldn’t go off. So not only would the cadets have to thwart the surprise “alien” attack, but they’d also have to do so with less than their usual crew.
In reality, however, the alien threat was real this time. There wasn’t much they could do while the Empire was traveling at faster than light speed but, when they exited their FTL jump, there was no telling what their surprise could be.
The door opened and Ivan’s thoughts left him. He watched the door as his XO, Ben Tillows, entered.
“You called for me, sir?” Ben asked. Ivan saw right through his attempts to act as if nothing was wrong. His hands shook, edging closer and closer to the pockets of his uniform, begging to be hidden behind the fabric. His voice was quiet and quivering and he made no attempt at eye contact.
“Yes, I did call for you,” Ivan said with a smile. He crossed his hands behind his back. “Now get out.”
Ben finally looked at him, confused. “I’m sorry, sir?”
“You heard me, cadet. I said get out. You’re relieved of your duties as XO.”
“Captain Ivan, sir, please don’t do this,” Ben said, stepping forward, finally showing some hint at a backbone.
Ivan scoffed and shook his head. “Where were you during the battle? Where were you while your men were out there being slaughtered?”
“Hayden Keys did the exact same thing while I was out there the first time we saw the Mortuks. He stayed on the bridge while twelve men died,” Ben said, not answering the question. His cheeks flushed red and he jammed his index finger into the table to illustrate his point.
“Hayden Keys was on the bridge saving hundreds of lives. While I was incapacitated, he stepped up. Where were you, should I have become unable to perform my duties as captain of this vessel and her crew?”
“I was stuck, sir,” Ben said, the words shooting out just a little too fast.
“Stuck?” Ivan said, a small laugh escaping his lips. “You mind telling me where you were stuck, cadet?”
Ben searched the corner of the room as if the perfect excuse were etched on the metal walls and all he need do to find it was look hard enough. “In an elevator. I was on my way to the bridge when the attack began and the elevator I was in must’ve been knocked out.”
“Mhmm,” Ivan muttered. “Angelica?”
“Yes?” the ship-wide AI answered.
“In the past two hours, were there any elevator malfunctions? If so, you need to send a couple of WorkerBots to fix them.” Ivan’s words came out sly. He wanted this over fast, but if Ben was going to try and play him, Ivan was going to play back.
“Yes sir, there seemed to be a malfunction on elevator A58,” Angelica answered.
Ivan sat up a little straighter.
“Yeah, that’s the one I was on,” Ben said.
Ivan gritted his teeth. Son of a bitch. Maybe the bastard was telling the truth. Ivan felt embarrassment creeping up on him but he swallowed it down. It didn’t matter. He knew Ben was lying. Ivan had dealt with enough kids like him in the past two years to know when an excuse was legitimate or not. But this time Ben had coincidence on his side.
“It doesn’t matter,” Ivan said finally. “You weren’t there when I needed you. You’ve been relieved of your duties as XO.”
“But you can’t do that! You have no basis for your claims!” Ben shouted.
Ivan slammed his fist on the table. “Look around you! You think any of this is by the book? You think any of this is normal? You think I need a reason to demote you? Because I sure as hell don’t. You’re still a cadet, I’m your superior officer. If I told you to throw yourself out the hangar doors and into space, the only words I better hear out of your mouth are ‘yes’ and ‘sir’. Are we clear?”
Ben didn’t respond. He clenched his fists, fuming. He was about to open his mouth to respond when the door behind him opened.
Hayden Keys walked in.
Dammit.





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Hayden wasn’t sure what to expect but he guessed it made sense that if the CO had summoned him, his XO would be there as well.
But then he looked back and forth between Ivan and Ben and had no idea what he’d just walked into. He’d seen that look on Ben’s face before. The feral, backed into a corner, do anything to get out, watch your back look.
“Don’t tell me you’re putting him back in command,” Ben said.
Ivan didn’t say a word. “You’re dismissed, cadet.”
Hayden could hear the slight hint of nervousness in his voice. He smirked as he realized Ivan was finding out first-hand just what a loose cannon Ben was. He saw how his father ran his presidential campaign—it shouldn’t have come as any surprise to Ivan that the Tillows were crazy.
“When we get to Earth, my father will hear about this. He’s going to bring hell down on you,” Ben said.
He turned to walk out of the room but Hayden stepped to the side, bumping into Ben.
“My father will hear about this too, Captain.” His eyes never left Bens’. “And as the President, I think he has final say regarding who rains down what on whom.”
Hayden was shocked Ben didn’t deck him then and there, but instead he just stormed out of the room. Hayden looked up at Ivan, the two of them smiling at each other for the first time.
But as quickly as the moment had come, it passed, and their expressions turned back to stone. “You wanted to see me, Captain?”
“Yes,” Ivan said, taking a seat.
Hayden didn’t sit. He crossed his hands behind his back and listened.
“I was told you were the one who came up with the idea to use real bullets on the Mortuks instead of lasers. Is that correct?”
“Yes, sir,” Hayden said, fighting back the urge to smile. Ivan was having to acknowledge Hayden’s accomplishments and that made him the happiest he’d been in a long time.
“I don’t like you much,” Ivan said.
“That’s blunt, sir.”
“Yes, it is,” Ivan said with a smirk. “It’s also the truth. I don’t like you, or your father. In my opinion, the only halfway decent person in your family is your mother. Unfortunately for me, like your father, you’re the best option to be my right-hand man.”
Hayden’s heart skipped a beat. Not at the fact that he was about to be offered the position of XO, but because Ivan let him in on a tidbit of his father’s military past.
“The way you took control the first time we encountered the Mortuks, I should’ve left you as XO then and there. I let my personal feelings cloud my judgment and, after seeing what you did during the Comoran attack, I’d be foolish not to reinstate you as XO. Had I done so from the beginning, we might’ve been able to retrofit more of our laser weapons to fire the ammunition they originally did.” Ivan stood from his seat and walked around the table in front of Hayden. “What do you say we put our personal differences aside and figure out what the hell’s going on? Once we do—it might do more harm than not—but I’ll put a good word in for you. You can probably already get whatever assignment you want but it’s the best I can do.”
Hayden thought about it for a moment. He knew he couldn’t let an opportunity like this pass. He had the most experience and was the most competent. He didn’t want his life—much less those of his friends—in anyone else’s hands. Even if temporary, there weren’t many L-Cadets going into the fleet that could say they were the XO of a Borvorian-class warship during wartime.
Hayden grabbed Ivan’s hand and shook it. “Let’s get these bastards.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Ivan sat in his study, going over the footage of the battle like a coach before the next game. He searched for patterns, trying to figure out what their plan of attack might be. They had to have one, even if it was to go out and improvise. Having no plan was still a plan, albeit not a very good one. Still, it meant there was always something Ivan could exploit.
That is, if he could stare at the screen long enough to concentrate.
His attention kept wandering. His thoughts scattered, yet the idea of collapsing into his bed being the one constant. Ivan scratched at the top of his left wrist as he sighed and tried once more to figure out their best plan of attack for their next encounter with the Mortuks.
Maybe it was the fact that Hayden was in charge of keeping the ship running, while Ivan studied the footage. No. He shook his head. That wasn’t it. The teeniest bit of faith he had in Hayden knew would keep everything running smoothly.
He scratched at his left wrist again and the answered seared itself into his brain like a brand.
Mia.
He remembered the promise he’d made to himself. The promise to give her a call once he was on board the Comoran. Well, now was the time. Now more than ever, given the revelation that the Mortuks had made it further into human territory than he previously thought.
Ivan pulled the application up on his screen and saw her dot flying down the road. She must’ve been in a vehicle. Her vital signs seemed good. She was alive.
Ivan’s finger hovered over the call button. It’d been so long since they’d talked. So long since he’d seen her face.
He couldn’t think about it any longer.
He pressed the button.
Call connecting…
He had to remind himself to breathe.
Call connecting…
Would she know what to do? How would she know how to answer the phone?
Call connecting…
She’s a smart girl.
She’ll figure it out.
“Dad!” a voice yelled.
Ivan realized he’d looked away from the screen but his attention snapped back at the sound of his daughter’s voice. He was stunned. She was as beautiful as ever, despite seeming tired and dirty. Her hair was a mess, the dark curls hiding a twig or two inside their grasp. Her cheeks were dirty, but not enough to take the beauty from her olive skin. Unlike Beth, who took after Ivan, Mia took heavily from her mother. At one point, it‘d explained why he found himself unable to look at her without feeling disgust. Now, however, he realized how much of a fool he’d been. Mia was beautiful and no part of her soul came from her mother.
“Mia, what’s going on? Where are you?” Ivan said. The image froze and sputtered, her voice not coming through clearly.
“Dad…you…cutting…”
Ivan slammed his fist on his desk. All he wanted was for the damned thing to work. All he wanted was to talk to his daughter.
Something popped into the edge of the frame.
Ivan leaned in a bit closer. The face of a baby filled the screen.
His heart sank.
“Is that a baby?” he asked, trying to sound excited through the guilt.
“Not…my…are…safe?…Everything…destroyed.”
Ivan had so many questions he wanted to ask. So many things he wanted to say—most of them beginning with the words ‘I’m’ and ‘sorry.’ But he knew he didn’t have time. The call connection grew weaker and weaker with every moment and he hadn’t the slightest clue why. All he knew was that if he had just a few more moments to talk to his baby daughter, he wanted her to know one thing.
“I love you,” he said, fighting back the lump in his throat.
“I…y—”
Call failed.
“Dammit!” Ivan shouted, slamming his fist down. He couldn’t believe what he’d just done. Who he’d just seen.
The face of his daughter brought back so many emotions he’d tried to keep locked away since the last time he saw her. She was nothing like Beth and he didn’t do the best job of keeping secret whom he loved more. And now, more than ever, Ivan knew he was an idiot. A fool. A man worthy of all the shit he’d gone through—punishment for keeping a daughter from the full scope of a father’s love.
Seeing her, talking to her, it was as if a puzzle piece had slipped into place. He wanted nothing more than to keep her safe. His desire to hug his daughter was enough to power the entire Empire.
Then there was the baby. Had she really had a baby and never told him about it? Or had she been trying to say that it wasn’t hers? Either way, Ivan desperately wanted to find out.
He settled down into his chair, taking a few moments to let his emotions—guilt, love, excitement, anxiety, fear—settle down to a manageable level.
He turned his attention back to his tablet, two words that Mia spoke ringing louder than the others.
Everything.
Destroyed.
It seemed as if Hayden was right. The phone call with his father did contain footage of the Mortuks’ attack on Earth. Their assault had made it all the way there already, seemingly without notice. It was the only explanation for Mia’s words, the quantum network interference and the fact she was in a vehicle going down a rural road with a strange baby in her lap.
Everything.
Destroyed.
Ivan took those words—used them as fuel. He pulled up the footage of the battle at the Comoran with the Mortuks. There was nothing to distract him now—only to motivate.
Earth needed the Empire’s help and Ivan had a daughter to save.





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
“Listen close, Hayden. This is exactly what we’re going to do,” Ivan began as his XO sat in the chair to his right. Ivan sat at the head of the table in his meeting room, a new life breathed into his old bones.
Hayden leaned in close. “I’m listening, sir.”
Ivan smiled for a moment, realizing the irony of the situation. It wasn’t the first time he was telling a Key what their plan of action would be. He never thought he’d be doing something like that again, but desperate times call for desperate measures. “We’re setting course for Earth. I have reason to believe that you’re correct in your assumption that the Mortuks have invaded Earth.”
“What new information did you come across?”
Ivan explained to Hayden the conversation he’d had with his daughter. How she’d told him everything he needed to know about the situation on Earth.
Everything.
Destroyed.
The smile had long since left Hayden’s face. Now he leaned forward and Ivan had no doubts he was paying attention to every word he said.
“Once we’re done here I’ll issue the command for us to plot a jump a safe distance away from Earth. From there we’ll assess the situation—hopefully get into contact with the military,” Ivan explained. “We need to let them know what we’ve—you’ve—discovered, regarding the effectiveness of bullets over lasers. Most of the ships in the fleet aren’t as old as the Empire, so they won’t have the ability to switch to bullets so easily. We’ll leave that for people smarter than us to figure out.”
Hayden sat back and Ivan watched as he processed all the information—putting it through the filter of a green L-Cadet. Ivan could tell he was trying his best and, from what he’d seen so far, his best was better than the rest.
“What about once we get there? Once we’ve assessed, what if there’s no military to contact?” Hayden asked.
Ivan chuckled and shook his head. “There’s always military. Whether it’s ships who were able to escape or people coming from the depths of space like us, there’ll be back up.” Ivan had given up depending on the military being there for him personally but he knew it’d always be there when it came to the defense of Earth.
Judging from the look on Hayden’s face, Ivan’s XO didn’t seem so sure.
To his surprise, Hayden offered up no retort. “Sounds like a plan then. I’m eager to find out exactly what’s going on.”
“You and me both. I'll give the order and make sure they put everything we've got into our FTL engines. We'll be home before we know it.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Mia clutched her gun tight in her right hand, while her left hand held Beth in her car seat. She walked behind Sam who held his T-15 standard issue LZAR—Laser Assault Rifle. They walked towards the burnt-out charging station for electric cars they’d come across. It seemed to have been looted and set ablaze. Mia couldn’t decide whether or not the latter was intentional.
Besides Beth’s heavy breathing as she slept, the only sound to be heard was that of their feet crunching atop the white rock driveway of the station. It was old-timey like that, the type of place you could enjoy a home-cooked style hamburger while you waited for your car to charge. Now, however, the station was the only thing charbroiled. Still, they couldn’t pass it by. They needed supplies for Beth and they had to see if any could have survived the blaze.
The crunching of rocks turned to the crushing of glass as they reached the entrance to the station. Sam stepped in first, flicking on the flashlight that was built into his T-15. The beam of light illuminated the burnt-out interior. There were burned boxes of snacks and the shelves were warped and black.
They scanned the room in silence, staying alert for both supplies and enemies. Down the third aisle, Mia hit the jackpot. “Right here,” she said.
Sam turned and walked a few steps back to her. “Damn, must’ve missed it.”
Sitting on the bottom shelf were charred packages of diapers. “Go check the rest of the aisle for more baby stuff. See if you can’t find a bag to put this stuff in, too,” Mia said.
Sam placed a hand on his knee to steady himself as he stood and continued the search. Mia ruffled through the burnt packages of diapers, trying to find as many as she could with minimal fire damage.
Someone grabbed her arm and pulled her up. She reached for her pistol but saw it was Sam. “What ar—” she started. But the frantic, terrified look on Sam’s face shut her up.
“Hide,” he said.
Mia grabbed Beth’s car seat and the pistol, and ran to the end of the aisle with Sam. He pulled her down at the exit of the aisle and they pushed their backs up against the end.
“What’s going on?” Mia whispered.
“There’s something out there.” Sam gestured his head towards the outside of the building.
Mia inched her head up, looking over her hiding place. She scanned the outside of the building and it was only a few moments before she saw what Sam was talking about.
It was a large creature, twice the size of a Great Dane. It stood on four legs like a dog, too. Except this creature had large teeth that lined the inside of its snarling mouth. It had no hair, just dark brown skin that looked like it was about to burst open thanks to the thick muscles it fought to contain.
It paced back and forth in front of the store, growling.
Mia sank back down next to Sam, sure her face was as white as his. “What is that thing?”
Sam shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Mia racked her brain but couldn’t think of anything. Nothing in what she’d read about the Mortuks mentioned them having any sort of monster creatures. “Whatever it is, it knows we’re in here.”
“Are you sure?” Sam asked as he slowly sat up, trying to sneak another peek at the creature.
Mia sat up next to him. “Yeah, see how its pacing like that? It has to know we’re in here. It’s either waiting for us to come out and trying to figure out a plan of attack, or it’s just toying with us—letting its presence be known.”
“Do you think it was following us?” Sam asked.
“That’s not important,” Mia said as she sat back down. She grabbed Beth’s car seat, thankful that she was still asleep. Their exact position inside the store was still a mystery to whatever that creature was. “Let’s sneak out the back and make a run for it,” Mia said, pointing with her pistol at the door a couple aisles down, an Employees Only sign drilled into it.
Sam nodded and Mia got up to her feet. She leaned down, trying her best to stay out of sight. She made a dash for the door and twisted the doorknob. Thankfully, it was unlocked and she entered the back storage room. The walls and ceiling were black and the smell of ash was so strong she thought she might pass out. A part of the roof had collapsed but the backdoor seemed to be okay. Operational, at least.
Behind her, Sam quietly closed the door. They walked silently towards the back, her pistol trained on the door in front of her. Sam crossed in front of her and with his right hand still holding up his weapon, finger on the trigger, he used his left to rest on the doorknob. Mia made eye contact and understood what he was doing. She stood back a bit, holding her pistol out in front of her, aimed right at the door. She gave a slight nod and Sam flung the door open.
The creature in the front wasn’t alone.
A second one was waiting in the back and, when the door opened, it let out a deep roar as it lunged through the open doorway. Mia squeezed the trigger three times, a red bolt of energy firing from the weapon with every shot. The creature slid across the ground dead. Mia stepped over it as she ran through the door, Sam following behind her. They ran for the woods behind the store. There was another roar behind them. The first creature bounded after them, its muscles rippling with every step it took. Its sharp claws ripped up the ground behind it as Mia pushed herself to run faster.
Sam fired his weapon behind him but one glance over her shoulder confirmed Mia’s fears that neither of them had hit their target.
The tree line was close. Once in, Mia hoped it would make losing the creature easier. She could feel the vibrations of the creature’s pounding feet through the ground. She could feel it getting closer. Hear it. She turned around.
The creature reached Sam, lunging through the air, tackling him to the ground. Sam slammed to the dirt, the animal’s sharp claws close behind. It scraped down his back, blood spurting out, a scream of pain escaping the soldier.
Against every instinct, she set Beth down. The baby began to cry. Mia ran towards the creature, both her hands on her pistol. It raised its paw, ready to dish out the killing blow to Sam who was desperately reaching for his rifle.
Mia stopped a few feet away, aimed her weapon and fired a barrage of shots into the creature. It fell sideways, holes singed into its flesh from the blasts of energy. She ran to where it lay, lifeless, and fired more shots into its dead body—just for good measure.
She scanned the area around her, waiting for another attack. There didn’t seem to be any more of these monsters. Mia fell to Sam’s side, pressing down on the gashes in his back.
“Is it as bad as it feels?” he said through gritted teeth.
The three wounds went from a few inches below his shoulders all the way down to his lower back. Blood seeped through her fingers at an alarming rate. “It’s not too bad.” She pulled off her dirty, bloody t-shirt. She bunched it up and pressed down on Sam’s back. The early afternoon breeze chilled her exposed body. Her bra was the only thing covering her torso now.
“Get Beth,” Sam whispered.
Mia was touched at how he was thinking about the baby at a time like this. She jumped up and ran to grab Beth, bringing the crying baby to Sam’s side.
“Okay. We need to get this wound stitched up. Except we don’t have any stitches. Which means I’m going to have to cauterize the wounds.”
“I don’t like the sound of that.” His voice contained less energy with each syllable.
She grabbed her pistol and moved Beth behind her. “I learned this during L-Cadet training.”
“You were an L-Cadet?” Sam asked.
Mia checked for a dial on the side of the weapon. But there wasn’t one, and a quick look at Sam’s T-15 confirmed her fears that it didn’t have one either. This is really going to hurt. She got on Sam’s left. “Yep,” she said, answering his question. She knew she had to keep him talking. Keep his mind off what was about to happen. “For a year, before I dropped out.”
“I didn’t think you could do that,” he said as Mia removed the shirt from his back.
“You can do a lot of things when you’ve got the last name Ivan.” She lined the weapon up with Sam’s side. She got down on the ground next to him, squinting through one eye, trying to line her gun up perfectly. From what she remembered, she had to line it up precisely to where the superheated laser blast from her pistol would just barely graze the wound, cauterizing the skin. “You ready?” she asked.
“Yea—”
Mia fired before he could finish.





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Mia threw the bag of supplies in the backseat of the sedan she’d found, followed by the bag for Beth. Then it was time to load them both into the car. Beth was easy—all she had to do was buckle her seatbelt. The little girl was sucking down a bottle of milk, so she was happy. She'd have to eat some real food soon but the bottle did the trick for the moment.
Sam was in a lot of pain. Although, from what he told Mia, the painkillers were working. The gasps and moans escaping his lips as she lifted him into the car said otherwise, however.
Mia sat down on the driver’s side and prepared to punch an address into the autopilot. She realized though that in her frenzy to get everything they needed, she never thought to figure out where exactly they were going to go. “We need to get you some medical attention,” she said, thinking out loud.
“McArthur Army Base,” Sam said, grimacing. “That’s where we were taking everybody in the trucks—plenty of supplies for refugees plus medics to take care of me.”
Mia nodded, punching McArthur into the search bar.
“It’s not going to be in there,” Sam said, sitting up. He let out a small shout of pain as he reached forward with a bloody finger.
“Whoa, whoa,” Mia said, gently pushing him back down. “Stay seated. Tell me the address and I’ll put it in.”
Sam recited the address for the base and Mia entered it into the vehicle’s computer. She pressed the big green button on the screen to start the trip but a spinning circle appeared. “Oh shit. I’ve never seen that before.” She’d never driven a car made by this manufacturer, so she thought that maybe it was a quirk specific to these cars. An error message popped up on the screen.
Error Number 0403: Cannot connect to satellite.
Despair wrapped around Mia and refused to let go. They couldn’t just walk to the base, not with Sam in this condition. They wouldn’t get five miles—especially with those creatures roaming around.
Mia tried again, just to be sure. The same error code popped up.
“They must be interfering with the satellites,” Sam said, sounding even more defeated than before, if that was possible. “Can you drive manual?”
Mia looked at Sam, eyes wide. “Of course not! Nobody drives manual.” She looked at the controls before her. The pedals and steering wheel seemed just as alien as the Mortuks.
“You mean all that L-Cadet training,and they didn’t show you how to drive a car?” Sam asked.
“I only did one year,” she reminded him. “They were more focused on the important things, like getting us started with fighter pilot and weapons training. Shit like driving a damn car was saved for Year Two.” She grew more frustrated with each moment that passed. “Maybe I’ll just go look for another car. See if that one’s working.”
“They’re in the same system,” Sam said, letting out a small chuckle. “Driving is our only option, Mia. I know a few of the basics. I’ll help you out as much as I can.”
She let out a deep sigh, trying her best to keep calm. “Okay.” Fear rose within her. “Let’s get to McArthur.”

The first ten miles were rough. Every tap of the breaks sent Mia and Sam flying forwards and every press on the gas sent them deep into their seats. Beth laughed along in the back, enjoying the ride from the safety of her car seat. After that though, Mia started to get the hang of it. By mile thirty, she was even beginning to have fun, wondering why she didn't try driving manual sooner.
After close to two hours of driving, Sam spoke up for the first time in a long while. “About three more miles to go,” he said, his voice weak.
Mia took her eyes off the road for a split second in order to get a look at Sam. Despite the cool air blasting from the vents, he was drenched in sweat. His face seemed as white as bleached linens. “Is it hidden somewhere, or along the road?” she asked, scanning the road. The path was narrow. Trees inched closer and closer to the asphalt with each passing moment. The long shadows from the setting sun reached out, ready to pluck them straight from the car. Mia didn’t want to think about what might be lurking out of sight—watching, following. Yet with every small movement in her peripherals, her eyes darted to the trees, scanning, searching.
“Up ahead there'll be a fork in the road. Go right and it'll take you to the front gate of the base. Given the circumstances, they should let you right in,” he said.
Mia nodded in response as she continued going forward. Before long, she reached the fork in the road. She went left just like Sam said but she didn’t get far before she slammed on her brakes and parked on the shoulder.
“What the hell, Mia?” Sam asked, groaning in pain.
Mia could barely speak as she saw the scene in front of her. “Look.”
In front of the front gate to McArthur Base stood two Mortuks, their large brown bodies hidden beneath their new black armor. Their bone-like weapons had a green undercurrent running beneath them bright enough to be seen from far away. They were looking at each other, conversing. Mia and Sam remained unseen.
Mia threw the car into reverse and backed out slow, keeping her eyes on the Mortuks ahead.
“Oh my God,” Sam whispered as a group of fighters rose from behind the fence, setting off in the opposite direction to kill more humans, no doubt.
“Looks like we need another plan,” Mia said as she drove out of sight.





CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
Hayden stood on the bridge next to Ivan, waiting to see Earth for the first time in what felt like forever. After spending hours trying to put aside his fear, he ‘d given up. His only option was embrace it.
He was terrified.
He felt strangely brave, however. Just because he was afraid didn’t mean he couldn’t be courageous, too. The two emotions fighting for control drained him. But with every second the Empire grew closer to Earth, Hayden felt them beginning to work together in harmony. They made up a cocktail that, in the hands of a soldier like Hayden, should’ve been terrifying to every Mortuk this side of the ETL.
Hayden thought of his father, how their last conversation ended so abruptly. He’d heard nothing since then. He hoped, more than anything, that he and his mother were safe. All he wanted was to hug his mom again and talk to his dad about the latest antics of the Tillows family. Hayden chuckled at the thought of his father’s reaction to the idea that Ben Tillows was XO for a few moments, and how royally he’d screwed that up. Jammed elevator. Damn fool.
“Two minutes until we exit the jump,” Millie said, her amplified voice echoing around the bridge and the Empire.
Hayden wondered if she had any other family on Earth. She didn’t mention any when she talked about her sister, but he liked to believe for the time being that she did—that they were all safe, awaiting her return. He wanted to believe that his parents were doing the same but it was much easier for him to imagine it for Millie’s family.
“Ninety seconds until jump completion.”
“Deja vu,” Ivan said. The words were so quiet, Hayden wasn’t sure if he was supposed to hear them or not.
“I’m sorry, sir?” he asked.
“déjà vu, I said, although I was just talking to myself,” Ivan said, his eyes still glued to the screen ahead of him. “In the last Mortukian war, I was standing next to your father as we waited to exit a jump. The Mortuks were waiting for us on the other side. It was towards the end of the war and we had this group that’d been giving our colonies hell finally backed into a corner. They fought hard. We fought harder.”
“Sixty seconds until jump completion.”
Ivan tapped the back of the captain’s chair he stood behind. “It was right here on this bridge, too.”
Hayden turned his attention from the screen, meeting Ivan’s eyes. “You mean the two of you fought on the Empire?” His wide eyes filled with excitement and wonder.
“Damn son, your father really didn’t tell you much about the war, did he? We were stationed on the Empire for some time. She was badly damaged in the battle after that one. By the time her repairs were done, though, the war was over. Not long after that she was converted into a training ship.”
“Thirty seconds until jump completion,” Millie said, the words stabbing at Hayden’s gut.
“She’ll be good to us,” Ivan said, rubbing the back of the chair. “She’ll be good,” he said, this time more softly.
Hayden’s eyes scanned the room, wondering what it’d been like in the last Mortukian war. He wondered if he was standing in the exact same spot as his father did, or if it was two steps to the left or right.
“Ten seconds until jump completion.”
Hayden closed his eyes. He tuned out everything around him, prepping himself to see his home world for the first time since this all began. The ship exited the jump and he opened his eyes.
The screen was almost completely black, save for a small blue dot in the distance. They were thousands of miles from Earth but just knowing he was looking at it filled Hayden with a small bit of warmth.
“Zooming in on target,” Cadet Lily Norwalk said from her station behind Hayden.
In just a few seconds, the image shifted. The high-powered telescopes zoomed in on the blue dot. It grew bigger and bigger, until the whole of Earth in all its beauty and majesty filled the screen.
Except there was something wrong—horribly wrong.
Floating around Earth in a hexagonal pattern were hundreds of the new Mortukain motherships. Their sleek black forms floated above the planet, equidistant, spreading across the planet like a net. There were motherships missing, though. Only about a third of Earth was covered.
“Where is everybody? There’s no sign of any military.” Hayden fought off the suffocating uncertainty as he spoke. He turned to Ivan. “Did they retreat, or are they…” Hayden didn’t know the right word to use.
“I don’t know.” Ivan’s eyes darted around the screen, trying to make sense of what he was seeing.
In the corner of the screen, a white light flashed into existence. It dissipated and, in its place, yet another Mortukain warship appeared. The bridge crew watched in silence as the vessel lowered into position. It situated itself the perfect distance away from the other massive motherships to continue the hexagonal pattern.
“If they get enough of those things there, the whole Earth is going to be surrounded,” Hayden said. With every word, the fear took away a piece of his courage until, at the end of his sentence, he was completely consumed by it, if only for a brief moment. He remembered his sense of duty. The face of his mother. The face of his father. They couldn’t afford for him to be scared. Despite the fact that they had the entire Secret Service to protect them, Hayden felt as if he was the only one who could save them. Whether or not that was the truth, it’s what Hayden knew he had to believe.
“It looks like we’re working against the clock,” Ivan said with a heavy sigh.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” Mia asked, peering into the car. The moonlight was the only thing that lit the interior. Sam sat in the driver’s seat, his eyes glassed over. Beth sat outside her car seat in the passenger seat, playing with a set of keys.
“I’ll be fine,” Sam said, some of the strength returning to his voice. After more painkillers and a bit of food, Mia was beginning to believe that he was feeling better.
“Okay. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Mia looked past Sam and smiled at Beth. The little girl let out a small laugh. So innocent and sweet—Mia could feel it steeling her resolve. She had to find safety for Sam and herself but she wanted to find it for Beth more than anything else.
“Bring back a double cheeseburger if you can.” His smile turned into a grimace.
“I’ll see what I can do. Watch the barrel,” Mia said, pushing the barrel of his T-15 out of the way. She shut the door and left Sam and Beth behind, walking towards McArthur Base—once a secret Army facility, now a base for the Mortuks.
Mia walked in darkness, trying her best not to jump at every sound. She was making her way towards a secret tunnel Sam said ran underneath the base. It was used for emergency evacuations or when they needed to get something or someone inside the base that not even most of the people working there could know about. Well, Mia needed to get in and she definitely didn’t want anybody to know about it.
She felt for the watch on her wrist for the millionth time. It was her only connection to her father, her only connection to rescue. In the center of McArthur Base was a high-power, military-grade quantum network communications system. The military network ran on a totally different system than the civilian network. The Mortuks had no use for the latter, but the military system? Mia and Sam would bet their lives that the Mortuks still needed that one to contact each other. It was the only way she and Sam knew of for instant communication even across light-years.
Mia went over her plan again in her head. Sam had told her exactly how everything was laid out in the base—where she needed to exit the tunnel, where the quantum network tower would be, how to access it, everything. Despite being prepared, she felt nervous and sick. She couldn’t believe she was actually trying to do something like this. It was the exact opposite of what she wanted with her life. Had she wanted to do these things, she would’ve stayed in the L-Cadet program.
But she dropped out both to spite her father and because she could never do something that reminded her so much of Beth. Beth had been one of the top L-Cadets of her time. To Mia, there was no way she could ever compare to her. It was pointless even to try.
Yet there she was, sneaking across a field illuminated by just the moonlight, making her way to the large drain that sat in the side of a hill, leading out into what once was a large river. Now the water had slowed to a trickle. Mortuks must be diverting the flow upstream.
She stepped down into the water, the ice cold liquid seeping into her sneakers. That woke her up quick. She didn’t even realize how tired and exhausted she’d been until now.
She made her way towards the tunnel opening. It was about five feet in diameter so she ducked her head down as she entered. Once inside, though, the tunnel sprawled before her, the ceiling at least fifteen feet above her head. She looked behind her at the tiny opening, wondering how they got things they were trying to sneak into the base through the five-foot opening. She figured there must’ve been some secret way to open up the side of the hill, allowing them to bring larger items in.
The lights in the tunnel were still on but Mia pulled out her flashlight. She wanted to be ready just in case anything happened. The path ahead of her slowly slopped downward. Before setting off, she looked around to be sure no one was hiding in the shadows. According to Sam, the area was usually heavily guarded. Given the recent circumstances, they both doubted the area would be anything but deserted.
After confirming they were correct, Mia set off down the path, every step she took bringing her closer to the hive of Mortuks right above her head.

E-7584. That’s what the sign next to the ladder said. Mia studied every number carefully, making one hundred percent sure that’s what it said before climbing up.
It would open up into a manhole in the middle of the road inside the base. She took a deep breath before beginning her ascent, leaving the relative safety of the tunnel she’d been walking in for the past half hour.
The ladder was sturdy but Mia’s nerves weren’t. With every rung she climbed, she wanted to stop and turn around. She felt ashamed at those thoughts. Beth needed her. Sam needed her. She needed her. Contacting her father was the only way they’d find safety. He’d come. He’d save them.
The ceiling of the tunnel was curved but the ladder cut straight through the sloping roof and up into another smaller tunnel. Mia’s backpack scraped across the walls of the cramped tunnel as she climbed. She didn’t even want to think about how far up she was. After a few more moments of tedious climbing, she reached the top.
A manhole cover sat just above her head. She thought about the last time she’d been peeking out a manhole cover, just a few days ago. Before she was a surrogate mother. Before she felt like a daughter again. She wondered what the Mia of just a couple days ago would think about putting her life on the line just to save two strangers.
What she’d think about never finding Nick.
Mia pushed that out of her mind. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t think about him. Not yet. Not while people’s lives depended on her.
She eased the cover up just an inch and surveyed the area around her. All the lights were off inside the base. All she had was the moonlight to guide her. The Mortuks had almost perfect night vision so the lights were useless to them—unfortunately for Mia. Although her eyes did their best to adjust to the darkness.
Speaking of which, there were none. Had she not seen the Mortuks guarding the front gate, she’d have assumed the base was abandoned.
She waited a few more moments just to be sure no Mortuks were right around the corner, waiting to pop out and surprise her. Once she was certain the coast was clear, she opened the cover up a bit more. She looked around, searching for the communications tower. This was the closest tunnel exit to the tower, according to Sam. To her immediate right was the tallest building in the base, with all sorts of antennas protruding from it. Looks like Sam was right.
She took a deep breath, trying her best to calm her nerves, before climbing out of the hole and making a dash for the communications tower.





CHAPTER FORTY
“How much longer until the renovations are complete?” Ivan asked as he sat at his desk.
“The MetaBots are at forty-two percent,” Angelica answered.
Ivan sighed and bit his tongue. He wanted to let out a slew of curse words. The process of retrofitting the Empire’s guns to fire bullet munitions was taking too long. “Let me know if there are any complications.”
“Of course, sir,” Angelica answered.
Ivan waved a hand and Angelica retreated back to her computer core. Ivan pulled out his tablet and contacted Cadet Roscoe.
“Yes, sir?” she answered, her face filling his screen.
“Any update on the Mars colonies?” Ivan asked.
She shook her head. “We haven’t been able to get into contact with any of them. We’ve tried the emergency comms, but they seem to have taken those out as well. Also, sir, we’re unable to get into contact with any of the military channels on Earth. They’re still there, I can see them, but I can’t connect to the network.”
“Shit. Keep trying, Millie. We can’t fight this war on our own.”
“Yes, sir. Anything else, sir?”
“No, that’ll be all. I’m going to try and get some sleep now. If there are any updates, you let me know. If everything keeps on failing, get some sleep yourself. We’re going to need to be at one hundred percent these next couple of days.”
“Will do, sir. Goodnight.”
The feed shut off and Ivan put away his tablet. He stood, groaning as he did. His whole body ached. He felt as if he hadn’t slept in days. He longed for his bed, even if he was only going to get just a few short hours of sleep.
Ivan didn’t even change out of his uniform. He collapsed onto the bed and let out a heavy sigh.
“Captain Ivan!” Millie shouted over the intercom in his room.
The urgency in her voice woke Ivan up instantly. “What is it, Cadet?”
“We’re receiving an incoming communication from McArthur Base in Virginia. It’s your daughter Mia, sir.”
Ivan jumped out of bed, sprinting for the bridge faster than any man his age.

Ivan reached the bridge in record time. Only the essential people were still at their stations this late. He paid no attention to their probing gazes as he barreled down the stairs. “Put it up on the screen.”
The face of his beautiful daughter filled the screen. She sat at a desk in a dark room, blinking lights from computer screens all around. “Dad!” she said barely above a whisper.
“Mia, I’m so happy you’re alive. What are you doing at McArthur?” Ivan asked, his heart beating so hard in his chest he could feel it.
“The civilian quantum network is down. I sneaked into this base so that I could get ahold of you. It’s bad here, Dad. I don’t know how or why, but the military isn’t able to do anything to stop the Mortuks. They came at once and started killing everybody. It’s awful. They even took over this base. I’m sure it’s not the only one,” Mia said, the words pouring from her mouth.
“You mean you’re inside a Mortuk base?” Ivan asked. It suddenly became hard to breathe as fear squeezed his chest. “Get out of there right now, Mia. You have to go. I can’t lose you, too!”
“I’ll be fine, Dad. I know how to get in and out without getting caught. It’s not safe anywhere down here. There are these monsters that the Moruks have—I’ve never seen anything like them. They hurt my friend really bad and he needs medical attention immediately. Can you send one of your stealth ships down to get us and bring us back?”
“Yes of course,” Ivan said. He turned and faced the few cadets still on the bridge. “Scan the area around McArthur and find an extraction point ASAP.” They went to work, trying to find something suitable. “We’re working on it right now,” Ivan said. “Stay on the line until we have something. Then you get out of there as soon as possible.”
“Okay Dad, I’m not goi—”
The door swung open behind her.





CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
Mia spun around. In strode two Mortuks, guns raised. She reached for her pistol but they were on her before she could aim. The one on the left slammed its large muscular arm into her, sending her crashing into the computer console. She saw stars and was suddenly dizzy. She tried to push herself up but she just slumped off the console and fell to the ground. She could hear her father screaming something but it all sounded so far away. She could barely make out any of the words.
One of the Mortuks picked her up and held her with one hand. She found some of her strength but it was useless against the towering mass of a Mortuk.
“I see you followed my instructions,” a voice said in the doorway.
Mia craned her head around and her blood turned to ice. Sam stood in the doorway, a sly smile on his face, Beth held tight in his arms.
Beth looked up at the Mortuks, her eyes curious. She wasn’t afraid of them. She had no reason to be. Beth had no idea just what kind of monsters those things were.
“Sam, what’s going on?” Mia asked, afraid of the answer.
Sam stepped into the room. The Mortuks moved aside, allowing him to stand in front of them all. After muting Ivan, he faced Mia, bouncing Beth up and down in his arms. “It’s never a good idea to leave your child unattended with strangers, Mia.”
“I saved your life,” Mia said, betrayal stabbing at her heart. “I should’ve let you die, traitor!”
Sam threw his head back and laughed. His whole demeanor had changed. No longer was he the bumbling soldier that she knew. Now he stood with authority, fire burning in his eyes. “I’m no traitor, Mia Ivan.” He set Beth down on the console behind him and pulled a large knife from his pocket. He flicked it open, revealing the black blade. “This blade is made from ultanium, a material we discovered thanks to you people.” He wrapped his hand around the knife. “Ultanium has a peculiar reaction to Mortukian blood.” He squeezed his hand around the blade, slicing the skin. Black blood oozed from between his fingers, dripping down. It sizzled and steamed whenever it came into contact with the ground, but didn’t seem to be acidic as it didn’t melt through the ground. He unwrapped his black, bloody hand and showed it to Mia.
“You’re a Mortuk?” Mia asked.
“Well, yes, that’s what this whole demonstration is about. You see, we Mortuk’s have been quite busy these past few decades.” He turned to Beth, and used her shirt to wipe the blood off his blade.
Mia thrashed around, trying to escape the grasp of the Mortuk that held her. Rage blazed deep within her. “Don’t you touch her!” she screamed. “Don’t you lay a fucking finger on her!”
Sam shook his head and chuckled. “You don’t get it, do you?” He grabbed Beth’s hand and stretched it out. She looked up at Mia, her eyes wide and filled with fear. Mia tried her hardest to escape but it was useless. The Mortuk wasn’t even struggling to contain her.
Sam’s blade inched closer to Beth’s finger and the blade nicked her. She let out a scream and cried, as small drops of black blood oozed from the cut.
“I’m going to kill you for that,” Mia said through her clenched jaw.
Sam rolled his eyes, stepped forward, and plunged the blade, black as obsidian, into Mia’s side.





CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
Ivan thought he was going to throw up. He’d never felt so sick in his life. His head was light and he gasped for air. For one of the few times in his life, he was at a loss for words. He just stared, tears dripping down his cheek. Mia let out small gasps of pain. He admired her resolve at not giving anybody the satisfaction of hearing her scream.
The man who stabbed her—the man Ivan wanted to kill more than anything in the world—turned and faced the screen. “Captain,” he said with a mocking salute.
“I know how to hurt you. You let my daughter go or I’ll rain hell down on you,” Ivan said.
“Oh, sorry, Captain, I’ve still got you on mute,” Sam said, pointing down at the keyboard in front of him. “Whatever it is you’re saying, it seems very important. But here’s the deal. I’m going to tell you the terms on which I will return your daughter to you. Trick is, you can only say yes or no. One word. Anything more than that and I kill your daughter.” He reached off-screen and picked up the baby he’d seen Mia with earlier. “Oh what the hell, I’ll throw the baby in too. She may be Mortukian, but your daughter has taken quite the liking to her. Even named her Beth, if you can believe it! I imagine poor Beth is rolling in her grave right now. And this Beth will join her should you not comply.” Sam set the baby down.
Ivan couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He was helpless to stop him. He couldn’t take his eyes off his daughter, slumped over, blood pouring from her wound.
“Here’s the deal. You, Joshua Ivan, are the most hated man on our home planet, Mortuki. We went to great lengths to acquire your daughter. We’ve been watching her for a while. Baby Beth’s parents were, in fact. I hope her little flesh wound will let you know just how serious we are.
“The second most hated person, however, is Gerald Keys. Now we already have Gerald and his precious wife locked safely away on one of our motherships, so don’t even think about planning a rescue. As for the Keys, we have something special planned for the whole family. Only problem is, the son of Gerald, Hayden Keys, is aboard your ship. We’d hate for him to miss out on all the fun. You hand over Hayden, we’ll give you Mia.” Sam smiled big and placed his hands on his hips. “That’s all there is to it! A simple exchange. You walk away with Mia and get to spend what little time you have with her before it’s your turn.”
Despair crushed Ivan. He had no idea what to do. Sure, at first he had a strong dislike for Hayden. But he couldn’t deny that he’d saved his life and that of everybody on board. He was the one who figured out they should use bullets instead of lasers on the Mortuk ships. If they were going to beat the Mortuks once again, Hayden Keys was going to play a large role in that. He already had.
Still, despite it all, Hayden was no match for the love of a father.
“So, Ivan. I can see you’re thinking, but your time is up. Will you hand over Hayden Keys? Yes or no?” Sam clicked a button off-screen.
“Yes.”
“I’ll send you the details soon. In the meantime, I’ll have your daughter patched up. She did the same to me, you know. Not that I needed it,” he said with the hint of a smile. “See you soon, Ivan.”
The call cut out.
“Tell me you’ve found an extraction point,” Ivan said, turning away from the screen.
“There’s a field about two miles away from the base that’s clear,” Millie said. “Preliminary scans of McArthur Base show lots of alien life signs but there’s a large amount of human life forms as well. About one hundred and fifty of them in total.”
“So they’ve got plenty of prisoners,” Ivan said, turning to look back at the screen. The motherships that placed themselves around Earth filled Ivan with anger. They were marring the view of his home—tainting it. He wanted to kill every last one of them. Earth was about two-thirds covered now. “If we’re going to do this, we need to act fast.”
“Do what, sir?” Millie asked. “You aren’t going to hand over Hayden, are you?”
Ivan scoffed and shook his head. “At the beginning of this all, I just might’ve. But you heard the man. Me and the president are the two people most hated by the Mortuks. No way they’re just going to hand my daughter over. I never believed it’d be a clean deal like that—not for a second. No, what we’re going to do is rescue her. The prisoners, too.” Ivan gave one last look at the Earth, fires of rage roaring within him. “We’re going to remind the Morutkians why they hate Joshua Ivan so damn much.”





CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
Hayden stood on the other side of the conference room from Ivan. “You should hand me over,” he said.
“Don’t be an idiot, Hayden,” Ivan responded.
“I’m being serious!” Hayden leaned forward on the table. “You hand me over and I’m on the inside. I’ll get my parents out and you guys can swoop in and pick us up.”
Ivan chuckled and shook his head. “You’re not thinking straight. You have no idea what it’s like on one of those motherships. There’s no way you can do something like that without getting yourself killed. If that was possible, don’t you think your father would already have done it? The best thing we can do is put some fear into the Mortuks. Let them know we’re not going down without a fight. We take out McArthur Base and rescue all the prisoners they’ve got there. They’ll start to realize we mean business.”
Hayden couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Stop trying to act like you’re not biased,” he said, his hands shaking with anger. “You just want to save your daughter. You hate my father. You don’t want to rescue him.”
“That’s not it at all, Hayden, and you know that. First of all, you can’t tell me that you really think you can infiltrate the Mortuk mothership and get your parents out without any weapons. They’ve been planning this for God knows how long. It’s not going to be that easy. Secondly, your father is the President of the United States. The commander-in-chief. If there’s anything we need right now, it’s a leader—a commander to unite us. The symbol of hope that your father is to Earth and her colonies? Even I can’t deny what that would do to help us. But we need every soldier we can get right now and I’m not about to give you up just so you can get yourself and your parents killed. I’ll throw you back in the damn brig if I have to, am I understood?”
It took Hayden a moment to calm himself to the point to where he could answer without letting his emotions get the better of him. “Understood, sir.”
“Okay then,” Ivan said, calming down. “Now those motherships are almost done surrounding Earth. Who knows what’s going to happen when they all get here, which is why I need you to listen up. I’m only going over this once.”





CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
Hayden had spent the past few hours going over the plans for McArthur Base. His eyes were heavy but as he got closer and closer to go-time, the adrenaline was doing its job, keeping his eyes from shutting all the way. He sat in his Mamba, eager to begin the mission. The stealth transport ships had left the Empire almost two hours ago. Once it hit that two-hour mark, they would've had enough time to reach Earth and get everything set up in the tunnels underneath McArthur Base. The tunnels hadn't been on any of the blueprints they had but Ben Tillows, of all people ,mentioned them—said his father was stationed there at some point and told him about them.
“You boys ready?” Baxter, still the CAG, asked over the radio.
“I’m ready to go,” Hayden said.
Many other voices said they were ready, including Vick’s.
“When we get back we need to come up with some call signs,” Hayden said.
“That’s a great suggestion, Your Highness,” Vick said.
“Oh shit, did we just come up with Hayden’s call sign?” Baxter asked.
“Hell no,” Hayden shouted.
“Whatever you say, Your Highness,” another one of the pilots said.
“Making sub-FTL jump in sixty seconds,” Millie’s voice said over the intercom.
“Alright everybody, cut the chatter,” Baxter said. “Be ready to go as soon as the jump is complete.”
Hayden took a deep breath and prepared himself. Ivan had wanted him to stay on the ship but Hayden refused. No way was he going miss the chance to kick some Mortuk ass. He just hoped he was making the right decision.
“Thirty seconds until jump.”
Hayden gripped the controls tight. They’d have to fly out of the Empire as fast as possible, heading straight for Earth. They’d be landing a safe distance from McArthur Base. They’d wait for the signal from the ground team that they had successfully rescued Mia before moving in. If the Mortuks got wind of the attack before they had rescued Mia, they’d kill her for sure.
“Ten seconds until jump.”
The countdown continued and Hayden braced himself. It was time to take the fight to them.
“Initiating jump sequence.”
Everything stretched around Hayden as the ship began its short sub-FTL jump. They were so close to Earth that getting there would almost be like teleporting.
Everything snapped back into place.
It was time.
“Go, go, go!” Baxter shouted over the radio.
Hayden cranked up his speed, and shot out of the Empire’s hangar. Earth stretched below him, vibrant and beautiful. All the Mambas aimed for an open hexagon. The Mortuk motherships were hundreds, if not thousands, of miles apart. From up close, you could barely see two of them at a time. From far away though, Hayden knew what they looked like—an infection, and the infection was spreading all around Earth. There were only three or four motherships left before the pattern would be complete. What that would mean, Hayden didn’t know. Nobody except for the Mortukians did. All Hayden knew was that he wanted to be back safe on the Empire whenever it was time to find out.





CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
Mia opened her eyes, the light blinding her. She’d passed out due to the blood loss but she didn’t feel pain anymore. She felt her side where Sam had stabbed her but there wasn’t any blood. Not even a bandage. Just her smooth skin. Hell of a doctor they got around here.
She scanned the room and saw she was in a private infirmary. A sheet surrounded her bed but through a small crack she could see the door to her room. It was closed. She listened as closely as she could. She didn’t hear anybody else in the room, so she figured she was alone. “Hello?” she called out. She prayed no one would answer. Nobody did, so she sat up.
She was pulled right back down into bed, though, by a strap that wrapped across her forehead and two pairs of handcuffs that tethered each of her hands to the hospital bed. Of course. No way they’d leave me unattended and not tied up. She yanked on the cuffs, trying to get free, but to no avail. They were fastened so tight the metal felt as if her circulation was being cut off.
A flash of light caught her eye. She craned to look over the side rail of the bed, and saw a tray sitting there, lined with medical utensils. The light reflected off the scalpel as if to say ‘Pick me!’. Mia stretched out her right hand as far as she could, trying to reach it with all her might. She fought down the yelps of pain she wanted to let out. It felt as if her wrist might snap at any moment. She wiggled her fingers, waving her hand back and forth, trying to get her fingertips to at least touch the scalpel.
In her frenzy, she accidentally hit the side of the tray, sending the thing careening through the air. The utensils went flying and the tray clattered to the ground.
But the scalpel landed on her bed.
She reached for the blade, frantic. It sat next to her knee, taunting her. She could almost reach it. She almost swore she felt the cool metal touch her skin.
The door swung open. It was too late.
A human doctor—or was it Mortukian—stood there, hands on her hips like a disapproving parent. “Now Mia,” she said, tilting her head to the side, sending her blonde ponytail flicking to the right. She wore a name tag that simply said Tiso “What's with all the racket?”
“What’s going on? Where am I?” Mia asked.
Doctor Tiso picked up the scalpel from the bed and slipped it into her lab coat. “You’re at McArthur Base. You’ll be kept here until the exchange can happen so get comfortable, missy,” Tiso said with a smile. She grabbed Mia’s knee and shook it.
Mia jerked away and Tiso let out a laugh. “Where’s Beth?” Mia asked.
Tiso looked at her. “Why do you care where the baby is? You know, her parents were good people. It’s a shame they got caught up in the crossfire.”
“They weren’t people,” Mia said, remembering how human they seemed as their lifeless bodies fell out of their car. “Mortuks aren’t human.”
“No, but we’re people, Mia,” she said with an eager smile.
Mia shook her head as best she could in her restraints. “How is this even possible? You almost look convincing.”
Tiso reached forward and slapped Mia across the face. “How dare you insult me. I’m not trying to convince anyone of anything. I’m just doing my job, which was save your life. You’d be dead right now if it wasn’t for our technology.”
“I wouldn’t be in this situation if it wasn’t for a damn Mortuk,” Mia said, anger boiling within her at the thought of Sam. “So we’re far from even.”
“Well you can call it what you like, but the fa—”
A bright light flashed through the room, and two holes appeared in Tiso’s chest. Her lifeless body fell forward onto Mia’s bed.
Mia craned her eyes to look at the door. Four people entered the room, covered in black from head to toe. The one in front took off his mask. “My name’s Allen,” the Asian man said. “Let’s get you out of here.”
One of the other marines—a woman from what Mia could tell—pulled the deceased doctor off the bed and searched her pockets for the handcuff keys.
Allen reached up and undid the strap across Mia’s head. He caught the keys that the other marine tossed to him and undid her handcuffs.
Mia rubbed her sore, red wrists as she sat up and got out of bed. “Give me a gun.”
Allen reached down and handed her a sidearm. “Let us try and do the shooting before you have to use this, okay?”
“Sure, as long as we can get out of here.”
“That’s the plan,” Allen said. “First we gotta get outside and shoot off a flare.”
“Flare?” Mia asked, confused.
“There’s a squadron of fighters and ground troops ready to attack this facility. They’ve got over a hundred prisoners here and we’re going to rescue them,” the female marine said. “Name’s Cecily, by the way.”
“We need to hurry up and move if we’re going to do this,” one of the marines by the door said.
Allen walked towards the door. “Alright, let’s do this. Mia, you stay in the middle of the group. Do everything I tell you.”
Mia wasn’t sure about that but she nodded her head anyways.
They exited the room. The hallway was completely dark and void of all sound. They moved forward towards the stairwell. Anxiety pounded on Mia like waves crashing into cliffs. It was unrelenting. She thought about how good it would feel when the nightmare was over with. She’d never wanted to step foot on a spaceship in her life. She never thought Earth would be the last place she wanted to be.
A baby let out a cry from behind them. The marines spun around, guns aimed. Someone pushed Mia to the ground. “Don’t move,” Allen whispered.
The cries continued. Mia knew exactly whose they were.
Beth.
On one hand, Beth was a Mortuk. On the other, Mia was barley winning the fight with her instincts. She’d spent so much time protecting Beth and now she needed her help. What did the Mortuks do to orphans? Mia didn’t know, but given what she did know about them, she wouldn’t be surprised if it was something savage. How do I even know if she’s Mortukian? Sam had lied about everything else, why not that? It could’ve been a trick. She wasn’t even convinced Sam was a Mortuk. If they had the technology to heal her stab wound like it was nothing, surely turning a little bit of blood black would be possible.
Mia couldn’t debate it any longer. She let her instincts take over. She pushed the hand off her shoulder and bounded down the hallway.
“Mia! Get back here!” Allen said, doing his best not to shout.
Mia ignored him. Beth needed her. That’s all that mattered.
She followed the cries to a room at the end of the hallway. Mia swung the door open, gun raised. Two doctors turned and looked at her, their scrubs covered in blood, masks covering their mouths and noses. Mia fired two shots. One fell to the ground. The other fell into a shelf filled with medical supplies, sending it crashing to the ground.
“Come on!” Allen grabbed Mia’s arm, trying to pull her back.
Mia swung around and aimed her gun at Allen’s head. “Let go.”
Allen complied and Mia rushed over to the crib in the middle of the room. Inside, Beth screamed at the top of her lungs, barely breathing. In her mouth was a tube that went all the way down her throat. Mia picked her up, her eyes watering at the thought of what they were doing to her. She didn’t have any blood on her, thankfully. So where did all the blood on the doctors’ scrubs came from?
“We have to go,” Cecily said.
Mia pulled the tube from Beth’s throat and threw it into the crib. She held the baby tight to her chest. Beth began to calm down. Mia wasn’t sure what she was but she’d have time to figure that out later. “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Mia said, walking towards the door.





CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
“There's the signal!”
Hayden looked up to see what Vick was yelling about and saw the bright red flare shooting through the night sky. He didn’t wait for the orders from Baxter. He pulled up on the yoke, lifting his Mamba into the air. He flew towards the base at full speed, his heart beating as fast as his ship.
“Remember, the prisoners are being held on the basketball field. Keep your fire away from there. Other than that, shoot the hell out of everything,” Baxter said.
“Roger that,” Hayden replied, eager to kick some Mortukian ass.
His Mamba roared across the sky, the trees bending beneath him. Two fighters appeared on either side of him and, together, the three of them led the charge.
The base now within weapons range, Hayden aimed for the tallest building of them all: the communications tower. He pressed the red button at the top of his control stick, and a wave of bullets screeched through the air, tearing through the building. Debris went flying and the tower caught on fire.
A pair of H-27 bombers came in behind Hayden, dropping their payloads, finishing off the building.
“On your tail, Hayden!” Vick shouted.
Hayden pulled up without even looking to see what it was. He leveled out and watched as a Mortuk fighter screeched by below him. “How’d they get into the air so quick?”
“Doesn’t matter, just shoot ‘em down!” Baxter yelled.
Hayden spun around and flew back towards the base. Beneath him, the muzzles of the human assault rifles flashed against the bright lights of the Mortuks’ lasers. It was weird seeing people using old fashioned assault rifles instead of the standard issue LZARs, but he smiled at the thought that he was the one who figured out the Mortuks’ weakness.
Hayden flew close to the ground and fired at an encampment of Mortuks that was set up across from the front gate of the base. Dirt shot into the air like water from a geyser. “There’s a little help, boys!” Some of his bullets hit a large military truck, causing a huge explosion. Hayden let out a whoop of joy as he pulled up on the stick, sending his Mamba up into the air. A Mortuk fighter flew over him, and Hayden shot the thing from beneath. His bullets just grazed the Mortuk, sending the thing spinning to the ground before crashing into one of the buildings below in a bright blue fireball. “Those things aren’t running on any type of fuel I’ve ever seen,” Hayden said. “Damn thing went up in a blue fireball!”
“Save that for later,” Vick said.
Hayden leveled out his Mamba, searching for his next target.
“I’ve got som—” Baxter started.
Out of the corner of his eye, Hayden saw a bright orange fireball.
“Shit, they got Baxter!” someone yelled.
Hayden readjusted his fighter to get a better look at what happened. A wall of large black needle shaped vessels sailed right for him.





CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
Mia held Beth tight to her chest as the battle raged on in every direction. Above her, Mambas from the Empire fought off the Mortuks, while in the distance the ground troops were storming the gates of the base, aided by the bombers from the Empire.
“Stay close!” Allen shouted to be heard over the sound of gunfire.
The group ran alongside the building, ready to take out any threat. Since it was dark inside the hospital, Mia noticed for the first time that they were using old fashioned assault rifles, like the ones that were widely used at the beginning of the first Mortukian war. She wondered why.
“Contact!” Allen yelled.
Mia ducked and covered Beth’s body with her own. The marines got in formation around her and fired their weapons at the Mortuks. The sound of the gunfire caused Mia to jump. The LZARs weren’t nearly as loud. It sounded like hundreds of explosions happening all around her. The guns spat out bullet casings, some of them raining down on Mia. The hot metal burned her skin, but she gritted her teeth and endured it. She wanted to fight alongside them but she couldn’t risk putting Beth in danger. The baby screamed and Mia covered her ears, but it seemed to make little difference.
“Alright, we’re clear,” Allen said once the firing stopped.
“That was easy enough,” Cecily said as she helped Mia up.
“Don’t get complacent,” Allen said. “Double time to the hangar.”
They took off, almost sprinting to the hanger. There a stairway down into the tunnels beneath the base awaited them. Despite the fact that the Mortuks knew it was there, it was safer than running through an open field. In the tunnels there was at least a bit of control.
They turned a corner and the hangar loomed ahead—a large metal building in the middle of the base. Above it, the dogfight between the Mortukian and Empire fighters raged on. On the ground, the Mortuks had set up a line of defense next to the hangar. The ground soldiers pushed forward, having liberated the prisoners from the basketball court.
“There’s too many prisoners,” Mia said. “There’s no way they can keep them all safe.”
“Don’t worry about them!” Allen shouted back at her. “Just run!”
They ran across the road towards the hangar as fast as they could. Allen and another marine ran on the left, watching for any sign that the Mortuks had spotted them. Cecily and the other marine did the same on the right. Mia ran straight forward, Beth in one hand, the pistol in the other.
They reached the other side of the street, but didn’t slow down. The hangar doors slid open just enough for Mia and the rest of the crew to squeeze through.
On the other side of the door, the Mortuks waited.





CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
“Captain, the battle has begun,” Mia said.
“Thank you.” Ivan stood in front of his seat, hands crossed behind his back. He felt so helpless. There was nothing he could do. At least, not yet. It was all in the hands of the ground and air squads. If the space squad had to get involved, it would be with a mothership. And Ivan wasn’t sure if he or the Empire were ready for that.
“Sir, we've got another mothership incoming,” Cadet Lily Norwalk said.
Ivan scanned the screen for the new ship and, sure enough, there it was. It floated down majestically into place. Ivan could almost feel it locking in. He didn’t know if he’d get everyone out before the pattern completed. He’d by lying if he said he wasn’t afraid. “How many more motherships are needed?” he asked.
“It looks like just one more,” a cadet called out from behind him.
Ivan didn’t bother to turn around. He couldn’t take his eyes off of Earth. “How much longer until the mission is complete?”
“Not sure, sir,” Millie answered. “There’s too much interference for anything but short range communications to work. I think it’s the motherships, sir.”
Ivan said nothing in response. He wanted to sit down in the chair behind him, but he also didn’t want to show any weakness to his crew. They needed to see him standing in the face of the enemy, not willing to back down. They needed to have trust in him and Ivan needed to find that trust somewhere within himself. Because with every mothership that appeared, it dug its way down deeper and deeper.
“Sir, we’ve got incoming.”
Ivan looked up at the screen.
The final mothership had arrived.
“Angelica,” Ivan said.
“Yes, Captain?” she answered.
“How many of the guns have the WorkerBots finished retrofitting?”
“Our new—or old—weapons are at seventy-eight percent functionality.”
“Recall them immediately. Seventy-eight percent will have to do.” He turned and faced his crew on the bridge. “Set an intercept vector. Tell the remaining fighters to prep for launch. We cannot let that mothership reach its destination.” Ivan turned back around to the screen, not wanting to see the looks of fear and despair on the faces of his crew.
All they’d seen at the hands of the motherships was death and destruction. He hoped that this time things would be different. They had to be.
If they weren’t, Ivan wasn’t sure the war could even be won.





CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
Hayden pulled up on his yoke as fast as he could. His Mamba shot up in the air and the black needle-like ships passed beneath him. A quick glance behind him told him that they weren’t giving up the pursuit though. He flew left, then right, then did a barrel roll and still couldn’t lose the ships. In fact, they were gaining on him.
Sparks flew behind him and he turned to see Empire fighters shooting at them. But their bullets did nothing to faze the ships. They just bounced off their hulls.
“I can’t shake them!” Vick screamed through the comm system. Hayden had never heard him so afraid before.
“Hold on Vick, I’m coming!” Hayden yelled, though he had no idea where his friend was.
“They’re getting closer! They won’t get off me!”
Hayden took a quick glance behind him. He was in the same predicament. “What’s your location?”
“Flying towards the middle of the base!” Vick said.
“I’ve got eyes on you Vick,” another pilot said.
Hayden looked towards the middle of camp and saw him. One of his engines was on fire. Black smoke and flames shot from the ship, illuminating the fast-approaching needles. “Hold on Vick, I’m coming!” Hayden yelled, although he had no idea what he was going to do once he got there.
“I can’t wait! I gotta pull it!” Vick yelled. The top of his Mamba blew off, and the pilot’s seat shot into the air. The now vacant fighter drifted downwards and, within a few seconds, the needle ships were on it. The vessel exploded, the debris falling down, crashing into the McArthur Base hangar.
“Hayden! Pull!” Vick screamed.
Hayden didn’t question his friend’s judgement. He didn’t even look behind him. He knew it was now or never. Hayden grasped the red lever beneath his seat and yanked upwards.
The top of the Mamba blew off and his seat rocketed into the air. The needles shot through his ship, sending the debris raining down on a nearby building. His parachute opened and he began his slow descent to the ground, the battle raging on around him.





CHAPTER FIFTY
Mia felt the fist of the Mortuk before she saw it.
She ran into the hangar full speed and the creature slammed its fist into her, sending her flying to the ground. Mia twisted her body in mid-air to keep herself from crushing Beth. But this meant she had no way to break her own fall. Her head slammed into the concrete and she saw double of everything around her—double the bodies that hung from the ceiling, double the blood that dripped down around her. Double the approaching Mortuks.
Mia fumbled for her pistol that had landed nearby. She could see it but couldn’t tell if it was near or far away. The floor of the hangar was slick with blood, which didn’t help any.
The Mortuk stepped on her wrist. She screamed in pain. The Mortuk stood above her, its black armor reflecting what little light illuminated the room. It looked down at her, its face squished like a mix between a bulldog and a wild hog. It snarled at her, revealing sharp, yellowed teeth. It spoke something to her but she couldn’t understand. It could’ve been Mortukian or it could’ve been English. Given the blow to her head she’d just suffered, she wasn’t trusting her ears.
The creature reached down and grabbed her ankles. She kicked at it in vain. She looked around for any sign of help.
Allen stood behind the Mortuk, gun raised. He fired into the alien. How many rounds, Mia wasn’t sure. All she knew was that the Mortuk fell to the side, dead.
Allen reached down and helped Mia up. She found it hard to stand up straight. “Come on,” he said, helping her walk. “Don’t slip.” He nodded his head down at the puddles of blood that covered the hangar floor, correlating with the bodies that hung on the ceiling above them.
“Where’s the rest?” Mia asked, her words slurred, trying not to retch from the sight. She could hear Beth crying in her arms, but it sounded far away. She turned her head to look behind her but Allen stopped her.
“Don’t look back,” he said. “Don’t look back.”
They walked across the hangar without facing any more resistance. With every step, Mia was beginning to feel better and better. Her vision was returning to normal, her hearing was better and she didn’t stumble as much. The battle seemed to be dying down a bit around them, which she didn’t see as a good thing, since there was nobody else in the hangar, and apparently that’s where everybody was escaping from.
“They know about the manholes, right?” Mia asked, her words still coming out tired-sounding.
“That’s plan B,” Allen said, not taking his eyes off the back of the hangar. They reached their destination. “Can you stand on your own?”
Mia tested it out with Allen still standing close by. “Yeah. It’s wearing off.”
“Okay, I’ll get the door.” Allen walked to a door that sat in front of them, a large padlock on it. He aimed his weapon and fired, sending the lock flying off the door. He kicked it open, and did a quick sweep to make sure there weren’t any Mortuks hiding in the darkness.
Mia bounced Beth up and down in her arms. “Shh, shh. It’ll be okay,” she told Beth. “It’ll all be okay,” she told herself.
“Alright, let’s go,” Allen said. “Just a few more rooms and we’re at the stairwell.”





CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
“Unleash everything we’ve got,” Ivan ordered.
“Firing magrail weapons.”
The sound of the booming weapons reverberated throughout the ship. Ivan watched as the hot pieces of lead launched through space, firing right into the side of the mothership. It chipped away at its hull, sending pieces of it flying into space.
He couldn’t help but smile. It was something, at least.
“They’re launching fighters, sir,” Cadet Norwalk said.
“Give our Mambas the go-ahead,” Ivan said.
“All Mambas clear to engage,” he heard the cadet say.
They continued to fire their guns into the side of the mothership but Ivan grew worried when the vessel didn’t stop its descent. It didn’t even fire its weapons at them, leaving its fighters to defend it alone.
Ivan watched as his fighters intercepted the Mortukians’. They were equally matched, neither one of them taking the upper hand.
“Is this all we’ve got?!” Ivan yelled as he watched the Empire’s guns only doing minimal damage to the hull of the mothership. It was more than ever before, but it still wasn’t enough.
“Yes, sir. We’re firing at maximum capacity,” Norwalk replied.
“Get us closer,” Ivan said.
“Sir?”
“I said get this damn ship up their asses!” Ivan screamed, spit flying from his mouth. The mothership grew closer and closer to fitting into its space. Once that happened, it could be all over.
The Empire flew closer to the mothership. They were right above her, firing down into the top of the ship. Ivan watched with bated breath as he waited for something—anything—to happen. Whether it was in his favor or theirs, he just wanted them to do something. Because then he might take advantage of the situation. But when they treated him as nothing more than a nuisance, Ivan couldn’t help but get agitated and worried.
“Captain, we’ve got something incoming,” Millie said.
“What is it?” He turned and watched Millie, who was reading her screen intently.
“Point the camera upwards,” she said, her face turning white.
One of the cadets readjusted the camera, the view of the giant screen changing from that of the Earth below to the space above.
Coming right towards them, having just completed its jump, was another mothership.
And this one came in guns blazing.





CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
Hayden unbuckled himself from his seat. He'd landed in the middle of the road so he ran to cover as fast as possible. The sounds of the battle went on in the distance but in his immediate vicinity, there seemed to be nothing.
“Vick, Vick do you read me?” Hayden pressed a button on the side of his helmet to speak.
A few tense moments passed before Hayden got his answer. “Yeah,” Vick said, his voice pained. “Hurt my ankle, but I’m alive. Where’d you land?”
“Near the edge of the base. I can see the East fence from here.”
“I landed just outside there,” Vick answered.
“Alright, stay there, I’m on my way.” Hayden pulled his pistol from the holster at his side. It was an LZP unfortunately— it fired energy bursts rather than bullets. It wouldn’t do much against the ultainium, but having it made him feel just a little bit better.
Hayden ran down the road, trying his best to keep low and quiet. The battle died down behind him, which worried him. It’d been a while since he’d heard any fighters overhead and there wasn’t any chatter over the comms. Hayden hoped everybody was getting out. He knew that was exactly what he had to do. Without his Mamba or the proper weapons, he was useless. Now his mission was to get Vick and get to the rendezvous point.
He reached the perimeter without encountering any resistance. He climbed up the chain-link fence and used his pistol to shoot the barbed wire that ran along the top. He shielded his face to be sure he wouldn’t be popped by any of the wire and climbed over once it was safe.
The flashing red light from Vick’s ejector seat led him right to his location. He landed about twenty feet outside the fence. Hayden ran over to him and shot the emergency light.
“Twisted my ankle, I think.” Vick used the back of his seat to help him stand.
Hayden placed a hand under his shoulder, helping Vick to stand. “Think you’ll be able to climb that fence?” Hayden asked, pointing to the base.
“I could, but there’s no way I am, numbnuts. Hey, I think that’s your call sign,” Vick said with a chuckle.
“And I think the pain and adrenaline is getting to your head.” Hayden took a step forward, bringing Vick with him. “Come on, we gotta get back over. We have to get in those tunnels if we’re going to get back to the transport ships in time.”
The two of them limped forward, walking right back towards the belly of the beast. Hayden went as fast as Vick could go. He found it difficult to not be running for their lives, seeing as that was pretty much exactly what they were doing.
They'd almost reached the fence when a bright blue flash in the sky stopped them in their tracks. They looked towards the horizon to their East. A blue light started there and the crossed the sky. When it was directly above them, it was as bright as day for a brief moment, the land around them bathed in a bright blue glow. The light continued its journey West before disappearing altogether. Now whenever he looked at the night sky, Hayden could see a dancing turquoise light across the sky. It was like when sunlight reflected off of water and onto the surrounding ground. In fact, Hayden could've sworn he could smell the strong scent of chlorine from the White House pool.
“What was that?” Vick asked.
“I don’t know but I think I know what it means,” Hayden said.
The final mothership had arrived.





CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
“Divert all shields to the top of the Empire!” Ivan shouted. “Fire all weapons at the new mothership!”
The first wave of laser blasts reached the Empire from the new mothership. The bridge shook and Ivan fell back into his chair.
The Empire fired back, shooting its own munitions into the enemy vessel. Pieces of the ship chipped away. But, again, the guns didn’t seem to be doing much damage. What the hell is this going to take?
“I’m getting a massive energy spike from the surface,” a cadet yelled out.
Ivan knew exactly what that meant. They hadn’t stopped the mothership in time. “Get me a view of Earth,” Ivan said. He stood from his chair as the camera view changed.
A wave of blue light washed from one side of the planet to the other. Each of the motherships acted as tentpoles, keeping up the wavy blue light that flowed between each of them.
“Fire a shot down there,” Ivan said. He could feel the blasts from the mothership above him slamming into the Empire’s shields and he knew he’d have to return to that battle sooner rather than later. But first things first. He had to see if this new energy field was what he feared it would be.
The shot impacted the energy field and the blue light grew more intense at the point of contact, absorbing all the energy from the blast.
“It’s a force field,” Ivan said. “They’re all stuck down there. There’s no way they’re getting through that thing.”
“The new mothership is launching more fighters. They outnumber ours four to one,” Cadet Norwalk shouted.
“Recall our Mambas. Divert fire from some of our guns to lock onto their fighters,” Ivan ordered. “Get this damn camera back onto that mothership!”
The camera angle changed just in time for Ivan to see his approaching doom. A massive wave of Mortuks headed his way and the mothership was getting closer.
The Empire fired at the approaching wave of Mortuk fighters and took out big chunks of them with ease. Once they got closer though, they scattered, which made locking onto them much more difficult. They chipped away at the Empire, able to break through her shields, taking out pieces of her from the inside.
“Sir, I’m picking up some of the transport ships from Earth over short-range communications. They’re at the force field but are unable to breakthrough,” Millie said.
Then, in a fleeting moment of hope, the mothership ceased fire.
Ivan still hadn’t responded to Millie. He waited a moment, holding his breath. What was going on? Why had the mothership stopped?
A white glow began to build on the surface of the mothership. The Mortuk fighters retreated.
Hell was about to be unleashed on the USTS Empire.
Ivan’s mind was firing on all cylinders, trying to figure out his next move. He’d gotten what he’d wished for: change. Now he just had to take advantage of it.
It all clicked into place. Hayden, you son of a bitch. His
smile grew. “Double the gravity,” Ivan shouted as he turned and faced his bridge crew. “Don’t want anything rustling around that shouldn’t be.”
A smile grew across their faces as they realized what his plan was. He sat down in his chair and strapped in. The glow on the mothership grew brighter. “Are we still directly above the mothership beneath us?” Ivan shouted over his shoulder.
“Aye aye, Captain!”
“We can’t drop, so, on my mark, fire all engines on the port side at one hundred percent!”
“Aye aye, Captain!”
The light grew brighter still. It was almost impossible to look at. Everything within him screamed to give the order. But he waited one more second just to be sure. He knew he couldn’t go any longer. “Fire engines!”
The engines fired and, at sub-FTL speeds, the Empire flew to its right as fast as it could without entering a FTL jump. Suddenly Earth was far enough away that the whole thing could be seen on the screen in one shot. The bright white laser fired from the top mothership and slammed into the bottom one. The vessel exploded in a brilliant blue flash so bright Ivan had to look away. When he looked back, the force field was gone and the mothership that had just destroyed its sister was already lowering itself, moving in to replace the one it’d just taken out.
“Get us over there ASAP!” Ivan yelled. “Once all the Mambas and transport ships are on board, get us the hell out of here!”
“Aye aye, Captain!”





CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
Hayden practically carried Vick down the underground tunnel. The climb down the ladder had been just about all he and his ankle could handle. A quick examination proved it wasn’t broken, but it was definitely twisted badly—the swelling was a testament to that.
The corridor stretched ahead of them, slowly sloping upwards, which didn’t help any. Every once in a while, they’d hear the rumble of an explosion above them. But after a while, the sounds and shaking grew further and further apart, until they died out altogether. As far as Hayden could tell, the battle was now over. The transport vessels would only wait on them for a short amount of time, if at all. If the Mortuks were coming down on them, they’d have to leave immediately. In that case, Hayden could only hope that they waited nearby and would come back for them once conditions improved.
“Hold up.” Vick fell to the ground.
Hayden held him up and then set him down slowly. “You good?”
“Yeah. Just need a moment to catch my breath.”
The two of them sat there in silence, catching their breath. Hayden didn’t want to rush Vick but they were working against the clock. He kept his mouth shut, though. If Vick got a little bit of rest, that meant Hayden could push him a little bit harder. They’d be able to make up time. They had to.
“What do you think’s going on up there?” Vick asked.
Hayden shrugged. “I don’t know. Which ‘up there’ do you mean? On the Empire or McArthur?”
Vick sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know. I just hope Millie’s okay.”
Hayden smiled and chuckled to himself. “You’ve taken a liking to her, have you?”
“Christ dude, how old are you? ‘Taken a liking to her’?” Vick asked in disgust.
Hayden stood from the ground and picked Vick up. “Shut up and save your energy,” he said with a smile.

They didn’t have long to go before they reached the tunnel exit. Hayden felt a second wind hit him, and Vick must have, too, because the two of them were making up for lost time. With each step, Hayden grew more confident that they’d make it to the ships in time.
The slope to the tunnel grew steeper. Hayden knew they were close. He could feel it—taste the fresh air on his lips, filling his lungs with life and hope.
They reached the top of the slope. The exit to the tunnel was just up ahead.
And standing next to it, two figures.
Hayden pulled out his pistol and approached with caution. The two figures had their backs turned so they wouldn’t see him sneaking up behind them. They looked human from behind, but Hayden had no idea what to believe anymore—not after finding out that the Mortuks could look human now.
One of the figures turned around.
It was Allen.
He ran over to them. “Hayden,” he said, taking Vick’s weight off him. “What the hell are you doing down here?”
“Our Mambas got shot down,” he said, the pain of the journey down the tunnel beginning to set in. “We climbed through one of the manholes on the other side of the base.” He looked behind Allen at the approaching woman. She held a sleeping baby in her arms and eyed the two of them suspiciously. “You must be Mia Ivan,” Hayden said.
She nodded. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Hayden. I was wondering if we’d ever cross paths.”
“Wish it was under better circumstances,” Hayden said.
“Let’s cut the shit and get the hell out of here, alright? I’m running on fumes here,” Vick said.
Allen and Mia exchanged looks.
Hayden knew exactly what that meant. “They’re all gone, aren’t they?”
They nodded. “And there’s a giant force field in the sky,” Allen said.
“So what you’re saying is we’re stuck here?” Vick asked.
“That’s exactly what they’re saying,” Hayden said, defeat setting in. “We aren’t going to be back on the Empire anytime soon.”





CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
A few days later
Ivan stood outside the balcony that overlooked the hangar bay. It felt like another life, when he stepped out there and spoke to the cadets and enlisted as they first arrived on board the USTS Empire. Now he gathered them out here once again. Before, he addressed them as soldiers as they began their Wartime Simulations. Now, he addressed them as one of the few splinters that remained of the Space Fleet as they entered the Second Mortukian-Terran War.
A war that had already cost them too much.
The Mortuks had yet to contact him and brag about the death of his daughter or Hayden. Ivan took this as a good sign. They were probably still alive. Alive, yes. Safe, absolutely not. Earth was Mortuk territory. They’d been able to hurt the Mortuks but that just made them angrier.
Well, Ivan was damned angry too.
He used that emotion as he stepped out onto the balcony. The whispering voices hushed as the sea of faces stared up at him. He took a moment to take the sight in before speaking. “Are you scared?” Ivan asked the crowd.
A few nods and whispering responses in agreement.
“Are you sad?”
There was more participation this time. Almost everybody nodded their heads.
“Are you alive?”
A few laughs but almost everybody responded this time with a resounding shout of ‘yes’.
“Are you angry?”
The crowd erupted into screams and shouts.
“Well, then.” Ivan shouted to be heard above the noise. “If you’re scared, sad, angry and alive, then that’s something I can work with! That’s something that the Mortuks should be afraid of!”
The crowd shouted back in agreement.
“When you first stepped foot onto this vessel, you were just cadets. Soldiers. Warriors. You didn’t know what to expect. Even if you did, you didn’t know how it would all turn out. Neither did I.” Ivan scanned the crowd, letting his words sink in. “I wish I could say this was all part of the training. I wish after this every one of our friends—our family—who passed away in battle would appear again, and we’d be able to have the biggest damn party you’ve ever seen. But I can’t say that. Because this is real. This is war. There’s no drinking for fun. Only to forget.” Ivan had more he wanted to say but the lump in his throat threatened to derail his speech. “You are the best group of recruits I could’ve asked for. We’re not going to give up. We’re going to save our friends and family. We’re going to take back Earth. We’re going to defeat the Mortuks, just like we did last time.” He leaned forward and gripped the rail in front of him. “This is it, ladies and gentlemen. Your training is over with. Welcome to the Fleet. Welcome to the war.”
The crowd erupted into cheers and applause.



Book two, Oblivion, is coming this January.
If you want to be the first to receive a sneak preview, cover art, and more information about the book, sign up to my mailing list by clicking here.
Please consider leaving a review on Amazon for Empire. They help tremendously! Also, tell a friend!





AUTHORS NOTE
Hey the—
*turns page*
Wait! Come back!
Okay, okay, I know authors notes aren’t the most glamorous things in the world. I just wanted to leave you a little message though to thank you for reading my book. I had a ton of fun writing this one, and hope you had fun reading it as well.
I’m really excited about this series. There’s a lot of fun things that are going to happen in the upcoming books that I can’t wait for you to read! And don’t worry, you aren’t going to have to wait long between releases. Like, three months max. The whole series should be out next year to boot.
How exciting!
*confetti*
If you enjoyed this book, I hope you’ll consider leaving a review. If you hated this book, well, I mean you can leave a review then too. Although if you hated it, I doubt you’re reading this authors note. You’re probably too busy burning your reading device and trying to figure out where I live so you can hunt me down and kick me in the nuts.
Please don’t do that.
Okay, this thing can get off the rails fast if I’m not too careful. I better end it here.
Thank you so much for reading. Flip to the end of this book to find out where on social media you can find me if you’d like to chat! I hope you’ll continue the adventures of those on the USTS Empire when they return in book two, Oblivion.
LOGAN RUTHERFORD NOVEMBER 10TH, 2016
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