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      EXPAND YOUR UNIVERSE

      

      The Expanding Universe series was born from the inability of new authors to get their stories into the light of day. I rounded up anyone who wanted, and The Expanding Universe, Volume 1, TEU1 came to life. Everyone who had a story was automatically in. I think we had fifteen stories back in 2016. Fast forward to TEU6. There were sixty submissions, thirty of which made it to the second round and only twenty made the final cut.

      Our standards have gone up because the competition has increased to the point where I had to turn away good stories because of the great stories submitted. The beta reading team decided which stories made it into the anthology. They only want the very best for our authors. If the work wouldn’t resonate with our aligned readership, then it wouldn’t work out for those authors as the readers probably wouldn’t like their stories.

      This is the goal. The same goal we had with TEU1. Let the readers decide if they liked our work but hedge our bets by aligning th work with what the readers tend to like. That’s why the beta readers are the final arbiters. Authors may not be the best judge of other authors’ work, so we remove the author from the equation and let the readers choose.

      And that is how TEU6 came to be. We have our twenty stories, racked, stacked, and ready for your reading pleasure.

      Science fiction at its finest with a variety of genres represented. Most will engage your imagination as they have characters you can relate to painted across fantastic backdrops. The opportunity to live in a different world. That’s one of the many reasons we write and read science fiction. Much is different, but much will look familiar. New solutions to old problems? Or maybe old problems were never problems at all.

      There’s always the power of a good blaster or an orbital bombardment. It all depends on how big that spider was you saw in your house.

      Anything goes. Because this is science fiction.

      Go have some fun. Disappear into other words for a short time and enjoy the ride. I hope you like what you see.

      

      Craig
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            Scout

          

          By Isla Molina

        

      

    

    
      In near-future earth, an unflinching lone scout races to lay the groundwork for a mission that may just save her planet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Scout

          

        

      

    

    
      Located twenty degrees north of the equator, the desert was inhospitable. Simply. There was no vegetation. There were no insects. At 150 degrees Fahrenheit, there had been no rainfall in over thirty years. The only movement was the ebb and flow of miles-wide roiling sandstorms that crested like tsunamis over the dunes.

      Near the foot of such a tornado, a small whorl spiraled in reverse and released a lone figure. The entity, dressed in a white robe that fluttered against its legs, stepped into the glaring sun. From an opening in the tightly wrapped keffiyeh around the face, a mirrored visor glinted. The individual stretched her neck. It would be a long trek.

      The transmission crackled. “Have you arrived?”

      The voice was omnidirectional, genderless, neither automated nor human, neither near nor far. It was as if the speaker was inside her mind. “Yes. Affirmative.”

      Committee asked, “Any problems?”

      A small hiss from between the shoulders indicated the spathe was venting properly, disgorging unnecessary body excretions. The environmental protections were functioning well and her vitals—temperature, heartbeat, water density—were within normal. “None. Zero.”

      “Do you need assistance?”

      “If the answer to the previous question was none, this question is repetitive, superfluous.” At her ankles, the tendrils of the retreating sandstorm flickered like angry flames.

      “We are here to help.”

      “That statement is categorical. Unambiguous.” The language felt graceless and course.

      “It is a heavy burden for one alone.”

      “Inconsequential. Incontestable.”

      “We will remain silent.”

      “Advisable. Preferred.”

      Drifts spread out in all directions. The vivid colors and odd vibrations mainlined through her veins. Despite the years of training, she would never get used to the drops.

      She walked to the eastern horizon that divided a bright blue sky from tan dunes. Sand dragged on her boots, but not as much as expected.

      

      The indistinct voice returned. “Are you clear on the timing? You must be on the ocean in twenty-four hours.”

      “You can’t be serious.” To have trained so long, to have come so far, to have given up so much—it was outrageous for them to question her. The suit noted the heartbeat spike.

      “We acknowledge you are well versed in the gravity of the timing around Second Task. Your retort is valid. We stand corrected. However, in full transparency, we needed to check your emotional state of being.”

      “The ruse was insulting, inurbane. If I could mute, I would.”

      “We are aware. How is your emotional state?”

      “My body is performing above expectations. No heat, no undue physical deterioration. Ergo, my confidence is appropriate, befitting.”

      “Thank you.”

      

      Five miles later, with calm restored, she spoke again. “A bit late to be questioning my indomitability, my capabilities.”

      A shimmering haze stretched into the distance.

      Committee’s voice was gentle. “Yes. But it is the sole determinant of success.”

      “There are those that already have faith in me.”

      “Yes.” They may as well have said, but there were those that do not.

      

      At sunset she reached the edge of a wide plateau. Below were the skeletal remains of a solar farm. Metal trusses and lattice steel spiked into the darkening sky. “I have reached the first destination. I will rest for four hours.”

      “Excellent.”

      “It isn’t me you should be apprising, estimating. You should be assessing, assaying our target. She is not appropriate, not felicitous. Too timid. Too individualistic.”

      “Leave that determination to us.”

      “Your algorithms?”

      “Yes.”

      “I remain skeptical, unconvinced.”

      “We are aware.”

      

      It had been called Abqaiq, Biqayq, or Father of the Sand Flies. It no longer had a name. It did not need one.

      Across an area the size of a small city, a bewildering labyrinth of thousands of miles of steel pipes jutted in and out of sand dunes and cornered in on themselves in a tight honeycomb. Massive structural girders appeared through the twisted tangle of metal. Scattered to the left and right, spheres the size of buildings breached sand ridges. Rising above it all, six towering chimneys strained toward a clear blue sky like inconsolable, damning confessions.

      From the peak of a dune under a soaring cumulonimbus, she silently surveyed the site.

      Committee spoke softly. “This location is not within First Task objectives.”

      The guru had taught her to capture intense emotions, to use them to her advantage.

      Committee asked, “How are your bio readings?” They were questioning her emotional state.

      She thought, Incensed.

      Committee’s voice was slow and deliberate. “We have received your transmission.”

      She exhaled. “We need to mark this site. Ensure it is also in our history.”

      After a long pause, Committee responded. “Confirmed.”

      She turned and trekked once more to the east.

      

      Outside, the first light of two moons shimmered against a fog bank and a flock of a thousand water raptors swooped over the lake’s blue surface. A sailboat catching a last run led a pod of a hundred dolphins in a game of keep away, its three hydrofoils ginning up delightful wakes.

      Inside, the room was warm and quiet like a cocoon. Bio lights cast a gentle golden glow. In woven chairs padded with thick, down pillows, the two senior orators sat alongside each other in deep meditation, their forearms inches apart.

      One raised a finger. “She has sent a transmission.”

      Two stiffened.

      One whispered, “A tenor crypto.”

      They shared a wide-eyed glance and the silver fibers of their robes shimmered with anxiety. Tenors could be potent, and Scout’s tone would not be gentle. Expeditioners were not known for polite placidity.

      Two pursed his lips in anticipatory discomfort. “Now?”

      One nodded with closed eyes.

      Two swallowed.

      One stretched five fingers off the soft armrest.

      Scout’s voice detonated through the room. “They intentionally ignored the scientists. Incoherent. Unmoored.”

      One reared back against an onslaught of despair and anguish.

      Two convulsed.

      Scout’s tone compressed with anger. “Almost the entire population. Long horizon genocide.”

      A wave of rage rippled through them simultaneously.

      Clasping a fluted pitcher, Two retched his last meal in a powerful stream.

      One squeezed her eyes against dripping tears.

      The tenor crypto lasted longer than a minute, less than two.

      

      On the empty road to the small outpost town, she passed boulders balancing on stone worn into pedestals by wind and sand and the fields of skeletal palm trunks of former oases. Just inside the town’s western gate, the souk rose above thatched buildings.

      She stepped into the cool interior. Under a high ceiling of ancient, dark beams held aloft by steeped arches, a long passageway was lined with double doors opening to market stalls. She moved slowly, perusing the wares on tables and hanging from the walls. From inside the cubicles, robed men watched her with impenetrable eyes: this was a land of self-preservation.

      At the eleventh stall, she paused. The table held an array of locks: ancient locks, new tech locks with fingerprint or retinal keys, and everything in between.

      She pointed with a gloved finger to an antique lock with a large rusted key extruding.

      From the back wall, a wizened man with leathery skin struggled to stand. “200 Riyal.”

      “The key.”

      He stepped to the table and gnarled fingers lifted the lock, withdrew the key, and held it out. “195 Riyal.”

      “Can you make a copy?”

      He reached under the table for a square brick of gray petroleum-based plastic. He pressed the key into it for a moment before setting it on the table. From a shelf, he lifted a glass bottle, pried the cork loose with brown teeth, and poured liquid metal into the impression. Once the metal solidified, he tapped the key copy on the table.

      She weighed the key in her palm and knocked it against the wall with a solid thump. Satisfied, she handed it back to him. “Do you have a young person with similar skill?”

      He hesitated.

      “I am in need of a child who is fast, both with key making and running.” From the side of her robe, she pulled an unpolished rock the size of her palm. “Gold.”

      His eyes widened with desire.

      “I will take the child with me. I will send him back with this. A few hours.”

      The old man nodded.

      Repulsed. She clenched her jaw.

      

      Beyond the window, a translucent amoeba-like Reyterashi glided against an onyx sky, its clear skin lit by the silvery gleam of the two moons.

      One said softly, “Patience.”

      Deferentially, Two lowered his white beard to his chest. One was his senior by many years. She was also the current head of state. “But if she is the one...”

      One steepled fingers to her forehead.

      “Then you would be vindicated.”

      One concentrated on the pressure of her fingertips against her brow.

      “Retain your position.”

      One inhaled deeply.

      “Move forward in peace.”

      One closed her eyes.

      Two held a hand over his lips. The alternative was unspeakable.

      

      The thick mud and grass walls and the hulking towers of an ancient garrison dominated the city center. A food cart and ten tables had been set up under a canopy outside the main entrance by huge wooden doors with iron spikes. Half of the tables were occupied by tired prison guards in dark brown robes.

      Across the dusty road, she and the boy stood in the shade of a palm tree below the beating sun. The boy, his glare googles pushed up on his forehead, stood by her side munching a meat and bread sandwich. Black tightly shorn hair revealed long pink scars across his scalp.

      She said, “You can sit. We will be here for a time.”

      She had only spoken to him three times. Once, early on the road, to instruct him to keep up. The second, at the last town where she had bought him his fourth sandwich and had asked his name. Malachi. The third time had occurred at the abandoned camel paddock off the empty stretch of back road.

      Beside a leaning fence, a teeming swarm of flies had buzzed over a molding pile of dung. From her pack she withdrew three packages, each wrapped in oilcloth. The first was the palm-sized raw rock she had shown the old man. She revealed it to Malachi. “This goes to the old man.”

      The boy nodded.

      “Do you have an adult who is kind to you, that you trust?”

      It took him a moment. “My sister.”

      The second package was a clean, smooth silver ball the size of a quail’s egg. “You give this to her. For both of you. For food.”

      He smiled with dirty teeth, gaps in the front.

      The third package held a polished gold ball the size of a chicken’s egg.

      His eyes bulged.

      “This is your secret. For you alone. Hide this somewhere safe for a long time, under a tree, under a rock. When you are old enough—double the years you are now—you will have wisdom and friends to use this wisely. If you do not wait, you will squander its value. Do you understand me?”

      He nodded solemnly.

      She had buried the three packages deep in the dung heap, then pointed toward the road. “When your task is finished, you come here and gather these.”

      His broad smile had wrinkled his nose.

      Now, as Malachi sat, the wide neck of his robe gaped and revealed crisscrossed pink scars across his small back.

      Her chest ached and the spathe alarmed.

      Her gaze returned to the garrison as Committee’s voice vibrated. “Is there an issue?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want to expand?”

      “No.”

      “We won’t ask again.”

      “Advisable. Preferred.”

      

      The first sun rose north of the lake, splashing orange and purple over ripples. Its gravitational forces pulled thousands of huge morning waterspouts into the sky.

      Two spoke softly. “There was an alarm. Outside the prison.”

      One squinted.

      “A child.”

      One lowered her head. “Her weakness.”

      Two pursed his lips, hesitant to approach a difficult subject. As a soother, he was practiced at subduing his phrenic signals.

      But One was highly attuned. “Is it at least humming?”

      Two released a thankful sigh. “Yes.”

      “There has only been one time when it refused to engage.”

      Two raised his smallest finger, the most respectful of questions.

      “When we conceived the Scout’s program. It said we should not interfere. That the mission was a mistake, a contradiction to our ethical groundings.”

      Two blinked in astonishment. Words were required. “It told you that?”

      One nodded.

      “But the alternative is genetic suicide.”

      One nodded.

      “And now? Its recommendation now?”

      “It has none.”

      Two gasped.

      “It is caught in an unresolvable contradiction. A recommendation to recall Scout is a recommendation to destroy our society.”

      Eventually, Two asked, “Worst case?”

      One hung her head. “Soon. Days. Weeks.”

      Two’s breath caught and his mouth hung open.

      One closed her eyes. “The Scout must succeed.”

      

      Two hours later, an exceptionally large man with a long black beard lumbered through the garrison’s gate to the food stall. His arms swung wide, as if his biceps were too thick. His brown outer robe covered a white inner robe and a keffiyeh hung loosely from his head. A tan rawhide belt held a large ring of 100 keys.

      She waved Malachi to stand. “Do you see the large one, the head guard?”

      Malachi nodded.

      “I am going to lead him around the corner. You follow. When the time is right, you make a copy of a key. Then you run. Run all the way home.”

      He nodded and slipped down his glare goggles.

      A smooth iridescent coin dropped from her hand and she kicked it to a pile of rocks before stepping into the sun. She strode across the wide, dusty street. Three feet behind her right shoulder, Malachi’s small body shadowed her, thin legs spinning to keep up.

      She timed her approach as the big man sat at the farthest table close to the corner of the building. She must move before his meal arrived or he might stubbornly refuse her.

      She waved Malachi to put distance between them and he fell back three paces.

      It was only when she stepped to the big man, did he look up. His eyes were black as night and mean as vipers.

      She leaned close. Rancid breath swept through the filter. “I have the payment that was promised.”

      Confusion raced across his eyes.

      She insisted, “Our mutual client has sent you a new payment.”

      He pushed the seat back from the table, trying vainly to see through her mirrored visor. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      If he resisted the ploy, First Task would be over in minutes.

      She cocked her head disarmingly. “I am not here to be coy. I am here for the delivery.”

      He crossed his meaty arms over his chest and laid fat, bruised hands on hairy forearms. She thought of the scars on the boy’s back.

      Anger.

      She stepped back, as if the delivery of the package were not important. “As you choose. I will take the payment with me. But it is surprising. It is the largest he has sent yet. I will tell him you were not receptive. He will be angry.”

      Confusion continued to plague him. “Who is this client you speak of? Name him.”

      She glanced around as if ears could overhear. “I am not at liberty to speak his name. Come with me around the corner. I will hand you the package and I will be on my way. You will be rich. In an instant.”

      He squinted as he scanned the crowd.

      She held her breath.

      He pushed back and heaved his corpulent body out of the chair.

      She exhaled, turned on her heel and strode under the shadows of the tall garrison wall. Behind her, the big man huffed as he rushed to keep up. The silhouette of Malachi followed them.

      Reaching the end of the building, she cornered left, took a large step away from the wall, planted her feet in a wide stance and lowered her right shoulder.

      The big man cornered.

      She charged. Her shoulder connected with the rotund stomach at full speed.

      The unexpected torque threw him against the wall. Wind exited his chest with an “oof.”

      Straightening, she slammed her right elbow against his larynx.

      He recoiled.

      She leaned her full weight into the elbow.

      His arms windmilled and his fingers scrabbled for her keffiyeh.

      She drove her left fist into his sternum.

      His slobbery lips shuddered, and he stilled.

      Malachi cornered the building and skidded to a stop.

      She jerked her head for him to come closer. “Get the largest key off the ring.”

      Malachi jumped to the still man, his small fingers making fast work of the ring. He slid off the biggest key. From his robe’s pocket he pulled a small brick of plastic and pressed in the key. He removed the key and slipped it between his teeth. He withdrew a small leather flask and poured in the liquid metal. When it hardened, he knocked out the key copy and held it to her.

      The big man shuddered and mumbled.

      She thwacked her elbow against his throat.

      His bearded chin bounced against her arm.

      She held her hand for the key copy.

      Malachi slapped it in her palm.

      “Put the key back on his ring.”

      Malachi jumped to the man’s belt, grasped the ring, opened it, and slid the original key along the wire. He retreated and waited.

      She looked at him a moment. She said gently, “Run.”

      Malachi looked to her visor and tapped a clasped fist against his heart. “Stay safe, stranger.”

      Tears stung. “And you, Malachi.”

      The boy spun and disappeared around the corner.

      The big man was turning blue.

      She stepped back, planting her left foot behind her. Leaning back, she brought her right knee to her chest and paused.

      Hate.

      She drove her foot into the big man’s chest.

      His head jumped.

      She stepped into a resting stance.

      The fat man slid to the ground. His cirrus of life rose and dissipated into the air.

      She cracked her neck against the thunderous vibrations of a tenor surge.

      Gratification.

      She knelt beside the body, untied the leather belt and worked the dark robe from the arms and along the back. Leaning against the body to roll it, she worked the robe off. She pushed the belt and heavy key chain under his weight and exchanged his keffiyeh with hers.

      At initial discovery, it would look like a heart attack.

      She stood and donned the dead man’s dark robe.

      She only needed thirty minutes.

      

      An aide brought them morning tea in long slender glassware, setting the tray by the blooming Oyrani flowers whose scent complemented the green steam. When no further requests were issued, he let himself out silently.

      As she sipped her tea, One said, “I met her when she made the short list. I meet all of them. It is my honor.”

      Two waited patiently, as Two was prone to do.

      “She grew up in the mountain prefecture. She was a remarkable athlete. Two sisters. Her father is an agriculturist, her mother was a biochemist.”

      Two raised the smallest finger.

      “Her mother had an accident. Then the unthinkable. An obscured blood clot moved too quickly. Reached the heart. A calamity.” Sorrow flowed from One unabated.

      Two sighed against the misery.

      “She had loved her mother greatly.” One’s silvery robe shimmered with foreshadowing.

      Two watched One closely.

      “Her love partner was her childhood romance.” One swallowed. “Her love was a space cartologist. We lost him eight years ago at the discovery of Ibeliska.”

      Two leaned against the softness of the chair, heavy with heartache.

      The second sun rose and the room cooled.

      They waited in silence the appropriate length of respect for such sorrow.

      Finally, One said, “The mind soothers could not help her. Her second grief tore her apart. She lost her will. But she found a calling in scout training. It brought her back to us. Gave her time to have the infant.”

      Two wobbled his head at the revelation.

      “The daughter is now eight years old. In schools here. Few know. Better that the daughter has obscurity.”

      Long moments later, Two interrupted their silent revelry. “So, the frozen heart makes her exceptional?”

      One smiled sadly and reached to stroke Two’s hand in the highest form of guidance. “The opposite, my dear. It made her heart raw. That is what makes her the best scout we have ever had.”

      

      This far from the capital, the prison wasn’t important enough to warrant a full cloud of nano tech. The staff in the surveillance office would rely primarily on security cameras installed at strategic places—high corners, ends of hallways, the towers over the courtyard. If she was careful to hide her visor, the big man’s dark robe and keffiyeh should get her past the cameras. They wouldn’t be looking for guards heading back after lunch.

      But they would be carefully monitoring any inmate trying to escape: the retreat was the op’s weak link.

      She tightened the scarf around her visor, inflated the spathe to resemble a body three times her size, and marched into the courtyard.

      Under three palms near the main archway, nine skinny guards in wooden chairs dozed in the high heat. Only one camera in the far-right corner covered her short path. The surveillance room would probably not bother to zoom in.

      She had twenty-five minutes remaining.

      She strode toward a side door.

      The nine dozing guards ignored their fat boss.

      She reached for the iron handle under the metal screening and the glove vibrated. The internal locking mechanism clicked. She yanked open the door and moved swiftly into the gloom.

      A short hallway of smooth earthen floor and tan walls led to a solitary door under a blinking security camera. Over her head, a second camera blinked.

      She bent her head and strode heavily, arms wide, like the big man.

      The far camera remained still, its light steady.

      She pulled open the door and stepped into a descending stairwell. Speeding feet tapped loudly on the hard-packed steps as she cornered at the first level. She ignored the screams from behind the first door and continued downward. Racing past the second level door, there were only moans. As she raced past the third level door, there was silence. The air was getting denser, thick with the scent of decaying humans and their waste. The filter was struggling.

      Feet slapped.

      She cornered past the fourth level.

      Committee’s voice whispered, “Are you in?”

      “Not now.”

      Reaching the sixth level, she pushed through into a long hallway of small doors with small square windows. Four cameras with dusty lenses were placed high on the walls. Only one had functioning lights: this wasn’t a high activity level. Sixth level held long-term political prisoners, many of whom hadn’t been outside for decades. But even if the surveillance staff began to pay attention, it would take them time to react.

      At best, she had fifteen minutes remaining.

      She raced past numbered doors and skidded to a stop outside 625. Inside, an old woman lay on a bed, her eyes closed.

      She retrieved the copied key, slid it into the lock, and creaked open the door.

      The old woman sat up.

      She held up her hands. “I am not here to hurt you.” She deflated the spathe, the air hissing from between her shoulders.

      The old woman blinked, mouth open.

      “Stand by the door.”

      The old woman shot up, slipped her arthritic feet into leather slippers and shuffled quickly to the door where she flattened her back against the wall.

      Stepping past the old woman, she slid the cot across the floor to the right wall, and stepped up on the flat straw pillow. She retrieved a small silver torch and clicked on a tiny flame. She slipped off the glove from her right hand and began tracing the mortar between the bricks. Up one. Over two. Up one. There. She brought the torch to the mortar. The mortar oozed and melted down the wall. She pried out the brick, slid the copied key inside, and returned the brick to its space. With her gloved hand she pushed the melting mortar into the cracks, pressing it into place. She examined her handiwork. There was no differentiation.

      Jumping from the bed, she slipped the torch in her pocket and slid the bed in place.

      She turned to the old woman. “You will ride on my back. I am going to wrap this robe around us. Understood?”

      Gaping, the old woman nodded.

      She hefted the old woman up on her back, clasped gnarled hands around her chest, leaned over and pulled feet around her waist. Standing upright, she swung the robe over them both.

      The old woman—only skin and bones—trembled against her.

      She cornered around the cell’s door and pulled it shut. The lock’s click echoed against the barren walls, as if with intention. Empty cell 625 would be a distraction.

      She retraced her path toward the stairs.

      She had ten minutes remaining.

      

      Inside the warm room, the afternoon flowers bloomed heavy and sweet. The aide brought a cool drink and a meal of smooth maize and mashed beans with a green sauce of minted lemon.

      One said, “She asked me no questions. Just watched me.” She set down her glass. “Her confidence was unshakable. Such drive. The lack of doubt. Extraordinary poise. It made me uncomfortable.”

      “Did you know then?”

      “I suspected.”

      “Why?”

      “There is no fear. Life’s promise had failed her twice. There is nothing more for her to fear.”

      A long time later, Two asked, “Does that mean she will take too many risks?”

      One whispered, “She may have no fear, but she has the daughter.”

      

      At the top level of the stairwell, she paused at the door to breathe in deeply, expanding her lungs, making them big and ballooned. She would need oxygen should she have to run.

      Beyond this door, the camera at the end of the hall, over the courtyard door, was the linchpin. If the garrison was alerted, it would send the nano tech.

      She had one minute of stealth remaining. Best case. She clasped the door handle.

      From the courtyard, an alarm sounded.

      The old woman began quaking.

      Outside, men shouted.

      She was out of time.

      She yanked open the door. At the end of the hall, a thin stream of red dust poured in through the screen in the courtyard door. She froze. The stream began to coalesce. It formed a dense spinning ball, expanding to the size of the hallway’s dimensions. So many more particles than she had anticipated.

      She leaned forward.

      The spinning cloud shot from the door toward her, gaining speed down the hallway.

      She leapt into a run.

      Outside, from the front of the prison, an explosion reverberated.

      In midair, the spinning ball paused.

      Her thighs burned as she sprinted toward it.

      The ball exploded into dust particles and the cloud shot backward toward the courtyard door. It streamed out through the screen.

      She hit the courtyard door at full speed.

      

      Outside the warm cocoon room, from the plaza below, hundreds of thousands erupted in unadulterated cheer.

      One smiled.

      Two beamed. “She has succeeded.”

      One nodded.

      “You were correct, Honorable.”

      “For now.”

      

      By the garrison’s back wall, she slid the old woman from her back to the ground. The old woman cried out from the searing of the sun’s glare and tears streamed down her cheeks.

      She knelt and touched the old woman’s cheek. “You are free.” She removed her keffiyeh and wrapped it around the women’s wrinkled face, creating a slit. She stood and slid off the brown robe, wrapped it around the old woman’s shoulders.

      The old woman opened blue eyes and her bent hand reached out.

      “I will take you with me to the edge of town. I will leave you in an old camel camp. There is food, water, money, and clothing. I will show you the hiding place. You must rest. When you are ready, you will escape. That is the most I can provide.”

      The old woman grasped both gloved hands and nodded vigorously. Her voice was scratchy from disuse. “Why? Why me?”

      She knelt, held the old woman’s sunken cheeks, “You were unlucky for a long time. You will remain lucky the rest of your life.” She did not tell the old woman she was a small detail in a larger operation. A decoy. Simply.

      Hefting the old woman on her back, she walked toward the silent road and away from the gunshots and shouts at the front of the garrison.
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      When disaster threatens the station, lives are on the line for far more than just Perry Knight’s crew.
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      Satellite refueling missions consisted of great swaths of monotony interspersed with moments of soul-wrenching panic. An ordinary day in orbit, and a very human thing.

      Commander Perry Knight watched remotely from Clarke Station’s control room as the small repair craft took up station-keeping beside a geostationary satellite. Once the team recharged its fuel tanks, its engines could keep the communications satellite running for another ten years. Running Clarke Station was a matter of juggling constraints and finding workable solutions to unusual problems, and Perry was good at his job.

      The control room screens arrayed before him showed a close-up shot from the repair ship cameras as Brad Packer, the refueler, floated next to the OrbiTek-32 satellite in a bulky vacuum suit. “I’ve moved my tether to the satellite. The cover on the fuel panel is now open. I’m preparing to attach the two recharging tanks for the ion engines.” Back at the station, a warning indicator winked on.

      Perry noted the light and answered, “Roger. We show an open cover.” He shifted in his seat, glad for Clarke Station’s spin-induced gravity as he watched Brad float on-screen.

      Every astronaut had it drilled into them to talk through everything they did. A single careless moment could lose a tool or destroy irreplaceable equipment, so Brad called out his progress over the intercom linked through his repair craft. If he ran into problems, he had a backup crew of two waiting in the repair shuttle.

      Brad swung his arm to the side, pointing off-screen. “Wait, there’s a…”

      The video feeds from the repair craft went dead. Perry jumped up from his seat and turned to the others in the room. “What’s the problem, people? Where’s that signal? Did we trip a breaker again?” He scanned the crew of the command center for anyone with an answer as they checked the status on each console.

      Maria Montero Elizondo, the head technician, looked up from her screen. “No, sir. It’s not our end. The signal from the repair shuttle cut out. It stopped broadcasting.” She flipped her dark brown pony tail over her shoulder and turned back to the display as her piercing gaze darted between screens in a search for anything useful.

      Perry slammed his fist on the table. “This can’t be happening. We have a crew of three people out there. Do we have anything? Anyone?” Watching the shake of heads and frantic connection attempts, he continued, “Video, audio, telemetry all gone?”

      Maria’s screen cycled through inbound signals. “Everything from the ground and orbital relays are fine. The problem is limited to the repair shuttle.”

      The commander’s eyes flitted between Maria and the radar desk. He’d spent months working within the station’s constraints of time, power, and resources, and applied his honed skills to the new problem. “We need information. Maria, communication can run on its own for a while. Take the radar. I don’t care what it’s being used for right now, just paint the area around the satellite and shuttle with active radar and tell me what you see. I’ll send a request to the Bessel telescope’s ground crew. Between the two we should be able to tell what’s going on out there.”

      Bessel was unmanned, and tiny compared to Clarke Station’s bulk holding a staff of a hundred people, but still it was the largest orbital telescope ever built. The recently christened Bessel was booked solid for research observations months in advance. Its position at the Earth-moon L4 Lagrange point gave it an excellent vantage point both for external research and for pointing back at Earth for terrestrial research.

      Perry picked up the handset at his desk and punched in a call to the telescope’s ground crew. After a few moments, a voice answered.

      “This is Perry Knight on Clarke Station. We have an emergency situation. Is Dr. Brady in the room?”

      After a moment, Dr. Wilfred Brady came on the line. “Yes, how are you doing, Commander Knight? What can I do for you?”

      The title of Commander fit Perry like a well-worn glove with its starchy formal adherence to space program history, even though he preferred to work on a first-name basis with his direct staff. All business, he answered. “We have lost contact with our repair craft, and we need to get a look at what’s going on. They’re at the OrbiTek-32 geostationary satellite. That’s at a hundred thirty-six point two degrees west. Do you need full coordinates?”

      “We can manage the coordinates,” said Dr. Brady. “I would be glad to look, but it will have to wait a few minutes.”

      “We don’t have a few minutes. Three lives are on the line here.” Perry closed his eyes and took two deep breaths to keep from exploding. He remembered why he hated talking to the head of the Bessel program. Dr. Brady always took five times too long to get to the point and had to be prodded for every bit of information. “What can you do and how fast can you do it?”

      “The problem at the moment is that we’ve just begun a diagnostic sequence. You see, we have a regular schedule of maintenance to keep, and you happened to call just at the…”

      Perry interrupted, trying to shorten the conversation. “Can you cancel it? How long until it is available if you shortcut everything?”

      Dr. Brady paused for an agonizing moment, then cleared his throat. “It’s a fifteen-minute restart sequence. We’re only six minutes into it, so that…”

      “Okay. Contact me immediately when you can direct the telescope at that satellite.” He punched the disconnect harder than necessary and looked up to see Maria waving him over to the radar console.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” Maria said. “I can see the satellite, but the ship’s not there.” She adjusted the frequency and gain settings, and a ghost of a trail flashed momentarily on the screen.

      “Hello, what’s that? That looked like a vapor trail.” Maria adjusted the radar by feel as she watched the screen for the mystery signal. With just the right tuning, a tenuous trail reappeared, running from the satellite inward toward Earth at a steep slant.

      Perry rubbed his chin. “The satellite’s still right where it should be, so what’s that trail? Did the ship move? Zoom it out to a wide scan.”

      Two deft commands later, the dimensions of the scanned area increased by an order of magnitude. The radar performed another scan. A solid object appeared, zooming along fast enough to repaint in a new location every pass of the radar.

      “That’s not the ship, is it?” Perry had a knot in his gut as the enormity of the situation settled on him with horrifying certainty.

      “No, it’s way too big. Our tiny ship couldn’t accelerate that fast, anyway. It’s got to be an asteroid. So, the vapor trail … Oh, no.” Maria looked up at the shuttle roster hanging on the wall and crossed herself. Perry followed her gaze. Three names. Three souls. Three friends.

      The stripped-down shuttle had been a godsend for the station when they repurposed it for repairs. The staff of the geostationary research facility had used that retired shuttle to extend the life of dozens of satellites. The repair trips only required a small crew and an occasional delivery of propellant from Earth. As small as that job sounded, it paid for the rest of the research station and all their projects.

      The station had rudimentary machining capabilities and a prototype electronics fabrication lab to make simple replacement parts as needed. They’d replaced an attitude control board just last week for a satellite which had begun to tumble, unable to aim its radio dish.

      The loss of the shuttle and the core of their repair program were huge blows, but he would give up that shuttle in an instant in exchange for the safety of his friends and coworkers. That choice had been taken from him, and he had lost both a crew of friends and the shuttle in a freak accident.

      He let out a slow breath and rested his hand on the back of Maria’s seat and addressed the room. “They were friends to all of us. I always knew in the back of my head that bad things could happen up here, but I prayed our luck would always win out. We have the dream to always dodge danger by the skin of our teeth in daring astronaut tradition. We all want to beat the odds, to be like the Apollo Thirteen crew. Then we discover that reality just doesn’t care about what we think is fair. Right now, we still have a job to do. I need everyone on task. Are you with me?” The room fell silent for a moment, then everyone moved back to their stations. A few wiped their eyes, and there were firm nods from around the room as they each accepted the job at hand.

      Perry asked Maria, “Do you have a trajectory plot on that asteroid yet? I need a size estimate, too. We know it’s big, but how big? Feed the path into the system and plot it on the big screen.” He turned and made his slow way back to his desk through the hushed room.

      The image came up, and Perry ran a hand through his short hair. “I don’t believe this. Can’t we have even one break here? See if you can refine that. I can’t even tell if it will skip back out or hit the surface.” The path entered the atmosphere at a tangent, right on the make-or-break line.

      Maria looked up from her radar screen. “With an angle that shallow, it could land anywhere in a wide area, or it could break up in the atmosphere. My numbers show it’s not likely to skip and go back out, but we’re talking probabilities here. Air turbulence ruins the accuracy of any exit trajectory calculations. I can do better as we get more information.” She peered at the signal from the asteroid. “Based on the signal strength, I’d estimate it at forty to sixty meters across. We can only get a vague idea on content from the signal, but it didn’t break up from the ship impact. It’s probably stony, maybe nickel-iron. Definitely not a snowball.”

      “Great. So, it may not explode in the air like the 1908 Siberian asteroid. What’s your best guess for impact sites, assuming it hits?”

      Maria added continental outlines to the trajectory plot on the big screen, and indicated a large oval for the impact area. “The trajectory  and shape are refining with more radar data coming in. Definitely not skipping back out. United States West coast, it looks like. That covers several high-population zones. ETA in about an hour. It nearly hit another satellite on its way in. Let me add satellite path projections to the display to see how crowded that trajectory gets over the next hour.”

      There were thousands of satellites in orbit, both live and dead. There were also booster rocket casings, lost nuts and bolts, tools, and debris from past collisions between larger pieces of space junk.

      The trajectories of everything over fist-size showed up on screen. There were a few near misses down at the particularly crowded elevations between two hundred and nine hundred kilometers, but it wouldn’t be bad. Even with the thousands of satellites, and millions of bits of smaller junk being tracked, they kept things working without any significant collisions in the lower elevations.

      One of the main purposes of the station’s radar was to track and update debris trajectories as their orbits deviated from projections. From time to time they would notify a satellite owner of a dangerous debris density and would propose a path change to avoid collisions. They even had direct override codes for some commercial satellites so they could take over their position and attitude controls in case of emergency. It was a game of statistics. They could only see so much with their radar, but actual collision trajectories were uncommon.

      Up in their geostationary orbit, things were much simpler than in the crowded lower reaches. The geostationary satellites and Clarke Station stayed at a fixed offset from each other. No relative movement meant there were no satellite-to-satellite collisions to worry about. All they ever had to do was expend a little fuel from time to time to remain in their designated position.

      Perry said, “I want a good picture of that rock from Bessel to show to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. They may be able to use some military hardware to divert it from hitting the atmosphere, but we have to know if it will stay in one piece. Maybe our loss can turn into a lot of lives saved.”

      The room filled with solid looks of determination and nods of agreement, stating stronger than words ever could that there would be no failure for lack of effort. They each knew their job and went to it with a palpable sense of urgency.

      Perry had just sent a quick introductory text message on a high security line to the Joint Chiefs when his handset chirped, displaying an incoming call from the Bessel telescope ground crew. “Finally, some good news.” He answered the call.

      The tinny voice from the handset said, “Perry? This is Dr. Brady. You had asked that I call you when we were able to aim the telescope at OrbiTek-32.”

      “Um, about that. Yes. It’s a bit late for us to need a picture of the satellite, but we have a new trajectory for you to track. We have an inbound asteroid, already below our position.” He waved to get Maria’s attention. “Maria, have you sent that path down to the Bessel people yet?” At her nod, he continued, “Good! The trajectory should be there for you now.”

      There was a moment of silence as Dr. Brady did something on his end of the call. “Yes, I see the message. We can redirect the telescope immediately. We snapped a few pictures of the satellite. We will download them and shoot them back up to you after it changes targets.”

      “Dr. Brady, we’re really in quite a rush here. That asteroid could do some major damage in a highly populated area if we don’t get this information right now. Can you do a live image feed of the asteroid rather than shoot pictures and download?”

      “Yes, yes,” said Dr. Brady. “We have a camera that can produce a lower quality video stream. I’ll keep the images of OrbiTek-32 on the telescope until we’re done broadcasting since the live signal uses most of our bandwidth. We may also need to filter the video, depending on the angle and what is behind the asteroid. You see, any light background can interfere with …”

      Perry fidgeted in his chair, hoping to get Dr. Brady off the line as soon as possible. “Right, I see. We can set up a link to your feed. We have good bandwidth here at the station, especially if one of the main ground dishes is pumping the signal up to us.”

      “Very well. It should only be a minute or two,” Dr. Brady said. The connection was cut from the far end. It was a first for Dr. Brady to hang up on him instead of the other way around.

      The lost time spent taking pictures of the satellite ate at him as he thought of how they could have used that time more effectively. Sometimes he was tempted to talk to Dr. Brady using loud, small words to make sure he understood. He realized the futility of the thoughts, because Dr. Brady was one of the brightest in his field. It wasn’t that he ever misunderstood. He just operated in a state that didn’t often include normal people or their external needs.

      Despite his frustration, Perry’s top priority was still the danger of the rock. There were so many unknowns still that it was impossible to see a single clear solution, but there were still a lot of things to do. With some good timing and ballistic rockets, the military folks on the ground could prevent a ground impact.

      He hoped that his brief note to the Joint Chiefs sounded desperate enough for them to gather everyone they could on short notice. He punched an access code into his handset that he hadn’t ever planned to use, connecting him to the military minds who could give him what he needed.

      A light winked on to indicate a fully encrypted connection on the handset. “General Stuart Stone here. Is this Commander Knight?”

      “Yes. We will have a data stream from the Bessel observatory any second now.” Perry saw no point in beating around the bush and doing introductions.

      “We have our own copy of the feed lined up. There are a few people who are not online with us yet, but we saw no reason to wait. I take it you have no physical makeup or description yet for the asteroid?”

      Perry shook his head as he said, “Radar has given us some preliminary data, but we should get more from the Bessel video feed. We know it hit and destroyed our shuttle and her crew without breaking up. It may have lost a little mass and speed from that impact, but not much. Our best guess from the radar data is forty to sixty meters in diameter, and probably stony rather than nickel-iron. It’s big enough to cost millions of lives if it hits a populated area in the projected landing zone. Evacuation is out of the question. It would just cause panic to announce it to the public with so little time before impact.”

      General Stone took on a distinctly condescending tone. “That’s not your worry. We’ll handle everything on the ground. Critical personnel have been informed, and we are setting up as we speak.”

      “Which personnel?” Perry paused, realized it made no difference, and continued. “Never mind. I think we can avoid the whole impact issue with some ground-based or orbital ordnance designed to redirect its approach without shattering it. It will have to be the biggest rocket you can get launched in time.”

      “Yet if this meteor is going to reach the ground regardless, shattering it becomes the best option so the pieces burn up on entry. We understand the issues and what is at stake. Remember, Commander Knight, that the analysis and use of military force are not your specialty, nor are they subject to your preferences.”

      Great. He’d transferred from enduring a windbag scientist to petitioning a military megalomaniac. “Of course. But based on the size, and the unknown makeup, we need to leave as many options open as possible. A large detonation can be regulated by its distance, so I thought it would be most useful to err on the side of safety.” With some luck, his appeals emphasizing success and safety would strike a chord with the brass.

      The General replied, “Our analysts concur. The challenge is that the only viable launch point we have is, shall we say, classified and not land-based. We’re doing what we can with what we have.”

      A video signal appeared alongside the trajectory plot on the main screen. The dark asteroid marked out an irregular oval on the screen. Behind the asteroid could be seen the blue water and clouds of Earth since the image was shot from the high position of the telescope. The asteroid’s shape changed over time as it rotated. Superimposed over the image was a scale measurement, showing the estimated size from the radar data.

      Maria, who had rerouted the video to the front screen, chimed in. “I’d guess that’s about three minutes per revolution. I’m scanning the video to build a 3D model, but I’ll have to tweak the contrast.”

      Muffled conversations leaked through the link to General Stone as the ground-based team spoke about a launch platform at a hundred and twenty angels, but Perry was distracted as the image on the screen brightened and gained details, washing out the background.  Some surface features of the asteroid appeared, showing heavy cratering and seams. One of the larger craters sat superimposed on all its neighbors, with bright lines spreading outward from a central impact.

      The mumbling on the handset became clear again. “Commander Knight? Can you verify your earlier statement now that this asteroid survived a direct hit of a maintenance shuttle without any sign of breakup?”

      “All we see on the radar is a general haze of residue that used to be our shuttle. The cloud is made up of mostly metallic debris up to a few centimeters in size.” He didn’t mention that his repair crew was part of the cloud as well. “The asteroid appears to have a fair amount of regolith kicking around on the surface over a solid core. That large crater passing to the bottom of the screen now has to be our shuttle impact site.”

      Perry wanted to stick to straight facts and analysis, since that’s the way the General worked best, but he couldn’t keep from offering more advice, wanted or not. “If you hit it with something too small or too distant, it could just strip away the light surface material and leave the core behind on the same trajectory.”

      “We’re evaluating what we have available now. We have considered multiple options. You may have a hard time accepting this, but we do know what we’re doing.” General Stone’s tone indicated that the choice had been made, and he was just announcing it as a matter of convenience. “Our internal analysis shows a detonation between the asteroid and Earth will maximize the tangential velocity change. And due in part to your concern, Commander Knight, we’ll be sending two missiles one minute apart. The second, while it may not be necessary, will allow for some safety margin.”

      The General continued, “Our calculations show that if it stays in one piece, either detonation will be sufficient to push it out of its atmospheric path. If it comes apart into several pieces, we anticipate some impressive fireballs due to the low angle of attack, but we should get minimal ground debris.”

      Perry cleared his throat to interrupt. “General Stone, and others listening in on this conference: Be aware that breakup and atmospheric entry still carry huge risks. We’re currently tracking trajectories of all the satellites in the area. It’s going through some crowded space. As a single piece, the ground is our only worry. But if it breaks up, it needs to be hit hard enough to keep the debris above nine hundred kilometers, not just high enough to miss the atmosphere.” The safety range kept shrinking in his mind. Hit it with too little, and it would lead to a major surface impact. Hit it with too much at the wrong time, and it could destroy billions of dollars of satellite equipment.

      “Commander Knight, we have been authorized through the president to fire two tactical nuclear warheads. It was no small feat in itself just to get all the necessary permissions and notify our allies in such limited time. The launch has already occurred. The timing has no more flexibility. Just so you know, this pair of missiles has a better safety margin than any other option, given the constraints.”

      Perry Knight felt the full weight of his job settle onto his shoulders as commander of the station and the one responsible for its success or failure. “I hope you’re right.” He disconnected from the conference. The warheads would almost certainly reduce damage on the ground, but so many things could still go wrong.

      He decided he’d never really understand either politics or the military mind set. Then again, he didn’t know what weapons they had available aside from their general description. The military kept their cards close to the vest. All that was left for Clarke Station was to safeguard all the equipment they could from the blasts, then track the results.

      Perry typed in a quick message and sent out a canned warning for a pending gamma ray burst along with a time estimate. Anyone who could shut down their birds in that neighborhood during the detonations would be more likely to come back online after.

      The handset on his desk chirped again, showing another call from Dr. Brady. He answered the call with a brusque answer. “Dr. Brady, we’ll be rather busy with the results of the military launching two rockets. They will try to divert the path.”

      “Yes, I was notified. We will shut down the video feed to keep from destroying our cameras with the burst of light. But that’s not what I called for.”

      Perry gritted his teeth. He had a lot of other things to do than to discuss the astronomer’s important list. Maybe if he humored him for a moment, he could ditch the call faster. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of this call?”

      Dr Brady said, “We got the pictures of the OrbiTek-32 satellite.”

      “What’s so interesting about the satellite, Dr. Brady?” Perry unclenched his jaw.

      “There’s a space suit attached to it, and it appears to be occupied.”

      “What? Brad’s still out there? How could I have been so stupid? If the satellite was still there, of course he would be. Thank you, Dr. Brady. Is there any other information on the satellite or the space suit?”

      “Well, no. He seemed to be floating there patiently, strapped to the satellite.”

      “Okay, thanks for the info. We’ll do what we can. The military folks will probably requisition the Bessel telescope for the duration, so we won’t count on anything new from you. Good luck.”

      “The same to you, Perry. Goodbye.”

      The room erupted in chatter, and Perry stood. “Quiet, everyone. We have two goals here. One, to track the results of the detonation. Two, to rescue Brad from that satellite. Priority must remain in that order. As much as we want to rescue our own, we have to stay on task. Maria, you’re on radar with the asteroid. Shut down or redirect everything we can during the detonations. Yell when you have useful information. Everyone else, I want ideas.”

      In short order, the crew had set up a console to monitor and override Brad’s satellite’s attitude and position controls. They could boost him back toward the station if he could position himself safely on the satellite. For that, they needed communication.

      The repair craft had been their radio relay, so it would not be possible to get a voice radio signal running directly to and from Brad in his suit without some serious hardware changes. Perry talked his way through the problem, asking for more input. “What do we have to work with? We can control the attitude and positional thrusters. Is there anything else? How do we get him to stay out of the way of the thrusters, or get information back from him? We don’t have Bessel, so we can’t watch him.”

      Maria came around to the commander’s desk, but stopped and stared at the satellite control screen. She pointed and said, “Brad’s got that covered.” A single warning indicator was blinking on and off as a refueling cover on OrbiTek-32 was opened and closed in an SOS pattern. Three short blinks, three long, and then three short blinks again, repeated every few seconds.

      In the panic of the past few minutes, nobody had paid attention to the satellite status screen with its blinking warning light.

      Perry scooted close to watch the signal and its timing. “I think we can do this. Anyone good at Morse code?” Everyone shook their heads. “We have a network line. Look it up on a hand-held.”

      From across the room, Maria called out, “Got a Morse chart here. Detonation in one minute. Our downlinks are going down to avoid damage to the receivers, but we still have the relays on radio. If we turn off the radio relays, we can’t see Brad’s messages.”

      Perry balled his fists and counted silently, leaving small fingernail ring prints in his palms. “Okay. We need to send him a message. Short, and right now.” There had to be a way to warn him to put his visor down or to turn away from the detonation. Without a warning, Brad could lose his eyesight. Maybe it would be enough to just get his attention. “Maria, give me Morse code for NUKES.”

      For the first few seconds, Perry used light taps on the remote-control boosters to echo the error light SOS signals to get Brad’s attention. Maria slapped a sticky note in front of him with the Morse code translation he had asked for, and he sent the message using the boosters. Brad sent back a new series of other dots and dashes from the satellite, but they meant nothing without a key to the code. All he knew was that the first of four letters was an S.

      Perry fired the attitude controls to rotate the satellite by ninety degrees, putting the little access door on the side away from the incoming missile detonations. If Brad was opening and closing that hatch, this would put him on the side away from the blast. Across a wide swath of the United States, TVs went dark and thousands of phone calls disconnected as the satellite’s main dish pointed away from its ground station. Enough intervening metal and radiation shielding could save Brad from the radiation burst.

      The flash of two atomic detonations seared the sky exactly one minute apart. It would have been useless to fire up any of their scanning equipment between bursts, so Perry fidgeted and drummed his fingers on his desk, then purposely let out the breath he had been holding.

      Maria called out, “Radar is back on line. I’m starting a scan of the asteroid path. The system will automatically catalog new pings as it finds them, so long as it isn’t swamped.”

      Perry said, “Stay on that and call out status. I’m going to drive Brad toward us before he runs out of air. Bring me that Morse code key.” Now that he had a little more time, he composed a message for Brad. It read, DRIVING YOU HOME. HOLD ON. He was slow and clumsy with the dots and dashes, but thought he had it right.

      Brad sent a new message, much slower than before. Perry wrote out each letter as he decoded it, until his notebook said, ROGER. SEATBELT ON. AIR 4 HOURS. He oriented the satellite and engaged the ion engine at full power. It was designed for minor positional corrections, so it was only a small acceleration. His best bet was to use half the trip to accelerate and half to decelerate. He could check the exact orbital mechanics once he had the burn going to see if it would be fast enough to get him home in time. “I’ve got Brad and the satellite burning toward us. I’ll call for help if I need it. The rest of you, keep on the asteroid.”

      Maria set up side-by-side images on her screen from before and after the detonations. “No big asteroid on a collision path with the west coast. They got it.” She flagged three distinct groups of debris, then swore. “Not all of those crater rays were debris. I think our shuttle cracked it along the minor axis. Based on these debris fields, my best guess is that the first bomb broke it into two large pieces and stripped them clean of loose regolith. You can see a fountain of dust and small rocks here, spreading upward at a higher speed. Most of that debris will leave orbit. Good aiming on their part. The problem is that two large pieces is the nightmare scenario. It broke, but not enough to burn up. It moved, but not enough to avoid impact.”

      Perry sat on the edge of his seat, searching the radar image for clues that seemed obvious to Maria. “So, what have we got?”

      “I’m not sure what sort of hardened radio systems they’re using, but it looks like they took the second bomb to point blank range to maximize the damage, to vaporize the two pieces. That’s what gave us these two additional cones of high-velocity debris.”

      Perry watched the big screen with everyone else as the image refreshed, hoping for a spark of good news within the raging disaster.

      Maria continued, “Telemetry is coming in now on the breakup. Give me two or three passes for the code to identify specific trajectories and start adding new entries to the tracking table.” She paused for a few moments to scan the incoming data before she continued. “The algorithm is swamped. There must be thousands of new chunks. It will take a while to identify and tag them.”

      Perry looked at the clouds on the radar screen. “What a mess. Can you update trajectory vectors on the screen as you get them?”

      She replied, “Sure. I’ll start with the known catalog.” Maria typed out a command to display velocity vectors for known objects in the area.

      New lines showed up a few at a time as the computer gathered enough information to pick unique pieces of junk out of the cloud. Non-intercept vectors were green, while near misses were yellow and potential impacts were red. Soon, the vectors appeared in a growing flood of information. It started with a few dozen, then hundreds, then thousands.

      Perry pursed his lips and laced his fingers behind his head, working off nervous energy. The red trajectories were mostly down and lateral instead of up. “That whole cloud will run right through the crowded lower band of satellites. Give me control of as many satellites as you can. We will boost anything we can out of the way.”

      He filtered out the list of potential hits. “I’m sorting them from fringe to core. It may be too late to move the ones at the core of the debris path, so pull from the fringes first. Those will be easiest to save.”

      They had boosted dozens of satellites before the remains of the asteroid tore through their orbits. Some came away unscathed even in the densest part of the debris field. Others were not so lucky. The debris tore through solar cells, propulsion systems, and communication arrays.

      Loose parts from the destroyed satellites intersected with more satellites, creating an ever-growing debris field. Before long, even the satellites they had moved were in danger from the expanding cloud, now made up of a mix of satellite parts and the asteroid’s remains.

      Perry watched, dumfounded. The screen filled with new vectors at every pass of the radar scan, and many which had been green or yellow turned red as new trajectories appeared, plowing down at an angle through eight hundred kilometers, then seven hundred in an ever-wider swath of destruction.

      He turned to Maria who sat with her jaw open as she stared at the screen with a mixture of awe and horror on her upturned face.

      She shook her head. “It’s a cascade failure. Trillions of dollars of equipment gone. Theories were that we didn’t have enough gear in orbit to cause one. Add in one asteroid breakup, and we were wrong. They may have saved millions of lives, but there’s no fixing this mess.”

      Perry asked, “Is there a chance of debris getting back out to the Clarke belt?”

      Maria looked over the debris vectors and the main status display and pursed her lips in thought. “A few pieces can reach us. The debris from the first blast could intersect the belt as it comes back out, but it’s sparse. We’re spread out pretty thin up here. Most of the junk bouncing around will stay in low orbit. And I mean stay in orbit, possibly for thousands of years if it’s left alone.”

      Out of the corner of his eye he caught a blinking light with the status of the fuel panel cover on OrbitTek-32 and was about to switch back to Brad’s rescue when his handset lit up. At least their downlink was functional again after its restart. The incoming call was from Dr. Brady.

      As soon as he picked it up, Dr. Brady started talking, much faster than normal. “Perry, you must listen to me. This expanding cloud will change everything. I’ve talked with our launch expert, and the safety margin has dropped precipitously. We must cancel all launches.”

      Perry asked, “Cancel? what do you mean? Resupply missions, new satellites, what? And how long of a delay are we talking?”

      Dr. Brady replied, “We won’t be able to launch for years. I did some calculations. Even launching rockets to vaporize debris is iffy. Many pieces will reach the atmosphere and burn up, but far too much remains. It would require the worldwide arsenal multiple times over to make it safe at this juncture.”

      After a moment of thought, Perry said, “So, if nothing can come up, that means we can’t go down.”

      “Precisely. I’m sending you override codes for full access to the Bessel telescope and every other piece of orbital equipment I have access to. You’re going to need everything you can beg, borrow or steal to survive up there. Better radiation shielding, every botanical experiment you can get your hands on, everything. It might even fall to you to clean the orbital debris from your side. I imagine we’ll be in touch if they don’t fire me. Good luck.”

      He set the handset down and glanced at the big screen with its nest of overlapping and expanding vectors. “Maria, put the radar scan back on automatic to do what it can. We still have a man to rescue.”

      “We’re well over a million new bits of junk, and the rate of increase is still going up. Going to auto.”

      Perry used the new override codes to seize control of the Bessel and aimed it back toward Brad. “Only one trajectory makes any difference now. Can you build me a trajectory and burn to rendezvous with us using the satellite’s main ion engine? So far I’ve just boosted him in about the right direction.”

      Maria ran the equations and came up with the accelerations and command set to bring the satellite in. “Given the satellite’s thrust and the extra weight it’s carrying, we have an ETA of five hours.”

      “But Brad said he only has four hours of air.” Perry pinched the bridge of his nose in thought. “We need options. He has the refuel tanks. Can we have him leave the satellite and just boost himself this direction?”

      Maria shook her head. “He wouldn’t have fine enough control of his trajectory. He would miss the station. The station could move closer to him, but not fast enough. We have too much mass to accelerate that fast.”

      The equations for acceleration ran through Perry’s mind as he considered options. “Mass. Can we reduce his mass? How much of the fuel does he actually need for the ion engine? He could finish the refuel, but it won’t get him here any faster because those engines have such low acceleration.”

      Perry said, “Maybe Brad has some ideas.”

      It took a couple of agonizing minutes to put his next message together and send it. MUST LOSE MASS TO CUT ONE HOUR. IDEAS? TOOLS?

      He watched the warning light and transcribed the reply as it came in. HAVE DRILL CUTTER AND WRENCH. REMOVE PANELS AND MAIN DISH ETA 5 MIN. GO?

      “Kill the mass of the solar panels and the main dish from your equations and recalculate the acceleration burn duration starting in six minutes. How much time does that buy us?”

      Maria ran the numbers and answered, “Not enough. Those are light components compared to the main body. What about his fuel tanks? The ones he was carrying with him to refuel it. They’re more mass than the combined solar array and dish.”

      “Huh,” Perry mumbled to himself. “That just might do. He had two tanks, right?”

      Maria said, “We have video up now. Photos would be higher resolution, but I can still make him out on the video.”

      Perry composed a new message. DRILL REFUEL TANKS AS MANUAL ROCKET. WE WILL STEER.

      The reply came back, INSANE BUT READY.

      “Maria, watch his velocity vector on the radar. I’ll compare it against the direct satellite telemetry. We’re using his portable refueling tanks for a propulsion boost.”

      The next outbound message was simple. SMALLEST HOLE POSSIBLE. GO. The small hole would maximize both the velocity of the escaping gas and the duration of the thrust.

      He added the forces in his head, doing some severe rounding and back-of-the-envelope guesses. He passed the new acceleration values on to Maria.

      Maria clapped and pointed to her screen. “He’s accelerating faster now. The steering engines are barely keeping up with the extra torque, but he’s flying straight.”

      She frowned. “The numbers are rough, but it will be close if the second canister matches the first one.”

      Perry flipped through his station roster and searched for whoever had the most EVA experience, then realized that person was him. Retrieving Brad required an Extravehicular Activity using one of their special suits designed for exterior station repairs, and the commander had more time in those suits than anyone after the loss of Brad’s team aboard the shuttle.

      “I’ll get a suit ready and bring him in when he gets close. Maria, take charge here and make sure we’ve got people monitoring the disaster in low-Earth orbit. Brad will need you on the math to know when to drill the second tank.” It tore at Perry to leave critical pieces of the plan in the hands of others, but he trusted his team. “Keep him talking.”

      Maria raised an eyebrow and waved at her screens still cataloguing orbital debris from the main radar scanner. “Remember how I said some of this junk from the asteroid can still reach us? Be careful out there.”

      It was a quick trip up past the hydroponics level to get to the hub. Perry inspected his suit, put it on, then sat near a central airlock with his visor open, listening to the play-by-play of the rescue.

      Maria’s voice came over the radio. She followed Brad’s technique of calling out details of every step. “Ditching the first container and drilling the second one now. The size of the hole he drills is the random factor we have to compensate for.”

      Perry reveled in the joy of working with such competent people. Thoughts of Apollo Thirteen returned. His team played the part of Huston in this contest of technology with a life in the balance. Considering their own long-term fate would have to come later. “Give me an ETA when you have one. Then plot my intercept course.”

      “Roger that, Perry. I’ve got you covered. I can drive your suit thrusters from here for the intercept. It’s just math.” Maria’s confidence spread, giving him hope that the rescue would succeed. The alternative was unthinkable, with Brad sailing past into the dark vacuum of space, turning into one more item to be cataloged as a hazard to satellites.

      Soon, it was time for the rendezvous. He cycled through the small airlock and was on his way, slowly jetting out from the station before turning control over to Maria. The drone of her status messages stopped as she addressed him. “I have a couple of yellow vectors headed close to us. There will be more junk that’s too small to catalog. This EVA is a direct violation of safety protocols.”

      “Are you suggesting I go back inside?”

      “Of course, not. Just making you aware. Brad is coming in a little hot so I’m calculating an intercept as far away as possible. A normal day’s work.”

      Perry laughed nervously. There was no normal with this work. He scanned the black sky for any sign of movement along Brad’s approach vector. The stars didn’t twinkle as much as they did on earth, but he managed after a time to pick out the satellite on approach. “I see him. Say, isn’t he going a little fast still?”

      “I told you,” Maria said. “I get to add your suit thrusters to the mix to slow him down once you reach him. That puts us right at his four-hour limit. Get ready for acceleration. I’ll run you at maximum thrust. Twenty seconds to the next burn, then once I stop you, you will have five seconds to find a good handhold with your back to the station. Now sit back and let me drive.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The satellite held steady relative to the stars as it grew closer, a sure indicator of a collision course. That was the plan, but it still put beads of sweat onto Perry’s forehead. He flexed his hands inside the heavy gloves.

      The countdown expired, and Maria spun him to face the station, then the acceleration hit, pushing him closer to match velocities with the satellite. While less than one gravity, he was surprised at the output from the suit as its steering thrusters worked overtime.

      “Good. A few more seconds, then I’ll spin you around again.” Her calm voice did little to settle his nerves. With monumental effort, he calmed his breathing to wait. The lack of control ran prickles along his neck. “Three, two, one, off.”

      Suit thrusters spun him in place again. The satellite and Brad hung before him, closing the remaining five meters of gap at a snail’s pace. Brad waved, holding a piece of cable at the ready like a whip. “Howdy, neighbor.” At close range, his radio worked.

      Perry reached for handles on the satellite, but missed and bumped into it from chest to knees before scrambling and grabbing onto a safety loop. He’d forgotten to count off his five seconds, but got both hands onto the satellite with his back still toward the station.

      The satellite spun from the impact, mis-aligning him for the burn to slow them down. “Problem, Maria.”

      “We’ve got it.” Her voice didn’t sound quite as sure as it had moments before.

      Snaking his cable through the vacuum, Brad flung it to wrap around both Perry and the satellite. The end came back around to Brad after a full loop. He snagged the loose end and pulled, cinching them both tight to the body of the rotating satellite.

      Brad called out across the radio connection. “All secure, but we’re spinning.”

      Perry held on tight. “You arranged for the cable with Maria, didn’t you?”

      “Her Morse code has been improving.”

      The stabilizers on both the suit and the satellite took turns firing, canceling the spin in what had to be Maria flying by the seat of her pants with two radically different sets of remote controls. If she could do that, he’d been wasting her skills at the radar and communications desks.

      Soon, Perry’s view of the stars out the side of his visor stopped spinning, and he found himself pressed into the body of the satellite as the two men and the satellite slowed relative to Clarke Station.

      A scratch appeared on the satellite body less than a meter from his visor as a tiny piece of debris ricocheted off into space. It had been too small to catalog, yet it would have still been fatal if it had hit either suit. Perry calmed his breathing as the boosters continued to fire, steering them home.

      Maria stopped them a few meters from the station, true to her word. “I’m opening the biggest airlock for you. Detangle yourself so you can reel everything into the airlock.”

      Brad worked to fold up the solar panels, but one hinge locked up, then snapped loose. Wheezing, Brad said, “I’ll carry that part in myself. Pull us in, Perry.” His air reserves must have run out on their final approach. He was rebreathing the same small pocket of air.

      Perry navigated into the hold as fast as he dared. A few scrapes and bumps later, all the parts and people were inside, and Perry slammed the button to close the exterior airlock door at the hub of the station.

      With pressure returned, Perry yanked off his helmet then helped Brad with his. Brad gulped in the oxygen with labored breaths.

      Perry spread his hands, gesturing to the hold. “Welcome home. It isn’t much, but it’s all we’ve got, at least until we scavenge more satellites. We can’t go down, and nobody can come up until the orbital junk gets cleared. The cascade failure was still growing last I checked.” His tone became somber. “I’m sorry about your crew. They were good men.”

      Brad nodded and cycled the inside door leading to the suit locker room. “Yes, they were. I know just what to christen the first two scavenged buckets we put together up here.”

      The constraints were the same even with their new situation: time, power, and resources.  It would be tough—especially on resources—but they had access to enough raw ingredients to make a long-term stand. Perry eyed the captured satellite, imagining how his team might make the most of it. Yes, they would spit defiantly into the darkness and thrive through ingenuity. It was the human thing to do, after all.
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      Oof. Saree blinked back tears. As the Sa’sa had warned, the long fold hurt.

      She hadn’t really believed them. Humans didn’t feel the effects of folding space. But this human did—more proof she wasn’t normal.

      Saree took in a deep breath and grimaced. Suns. Her whole body ached, and every move splashed fire across her skin. But she couldn’t sit here and moan—she had a job to do. Prying open her eyes, she flinched at the bright red flash and opened the emergency alert on her e-torc.

      “Proximity alert. Danger. Potential nest compromise. Proceed to emergency stations.”

      Squinting at the holo, Saree thanked all the suns the warnings were in Trade, not Sa’sa. And she was already safely stuffed into her emergency station—a nest pod with her clutch mates, twelve provisional Time Guild members. Sweeping the eye-dazzling warnings away, she peered into the gloom. No movement. No sound either.

      Something was wrong. Very wrong. Her Sa’sa clutch mates should be moving, clashing teeth, hissing, slithering, and twining tails. Even adult Sa’sa were never completely quiet—the constant movement necessary to keep their lizard-like bodies warm was ingrained in their DNA, even if modern heating made it unnecessary. But her clutch was dead still.

      Saree stiffened. Were they dead? She had to check. Slowly, she found her belt release, clicked it, and sat up, panting. Every inch of her body felt bruised, like she’d been compressed into nothing, then released. She didn’t know how folding space actually worked, but maybe the act of connecting the two distant locations in space did just that—squeezed everything to nothing for a split nanosecond? Every fold disrupted ^timespace^ in both the new and previous locations, the reason the Time Guild existed, so it seemed logical.

      But enough theory—checking on her clutch mates was more important. Saree rolled and put two fingers lightly on Provisional Five’s elbow, far from his sharp claws. Under his thick, pebbled hide, his heartbeat was strong but slow. Really slow. She’d check his breathing but, even unconscious, Sa’sa could bite a hand off—those long snouts were full of sharp teeth.

      Reaching up, Saree hit the hatch release and examined the gloomy room. She rolled to her feet and slid along the wall, her moan shockingly loud. She reached the main clock maintenance nest pod and released the hatch.

      Ia’asan’s Time Guild medallion, lying flat on his chest between his short arms, glinted as it moved slowly up and down. So, Ia’asan was unconscious but breathing. Saree watched closely—the rest of the pod still breathed.

      What if all the Sa’sa were unconscious?

      Saree secured the nest pod and shuffled to the communications center. Sa’sa sagged in their harnesses. At the interior vid control station, she scrolled, finding nothing but passed out Sa’sa. The rudimentary medico station confirmed it—every Sa’sa was deeply unconscious, with big Sa’sa question marks in the “cause” and “recovery time” fields. Another alert flared on her e-torc.

      “Proximity alert. Danger.”

      She selected the “more information” icon. It was in Sa’sa script—a big problem. Sa’sa writing was so hard to read—parts of the script were in UV frequencies, her e-torc adjustments didn’t work well, and it all looked alike. Plus, the Sa’sa liked it dark. She swept the alert into her translation program. Acknowledging the “this translation could be inaccurate” warning, she read: “Proximity alert. Multiple objects. Collisions soon. Shielding good now. Recommend immediate leave.” Slightly garbled, but clearly, they were in trouble.

      A button labeled “see” flashed. Poking it revealed spheres surrounding a ship icon. When she selected a sphere, it said, “unknown, possible asteroid.”

      Rad and blast. How did they fold into the Corvus Prime asteroid belt?

      According to the Time Guild, the Corvus Prime fold clock was just starting to drift. Even with the maximum allowable time error for both the Corvus and the Sa’sa homeworld clocks, they shouldn’t be anywhere near the asteroid belt. With a Time Guild Master setting their correction factors and ensuring the fold clock was fully in sync with the universal standard time, it couldn’t happen. They simply couldn’t fold this far off target. If their timing was this far off, they should have simply disappeared.

      But they hadn’t. Saree laughed, the sound echoing oddly in the dead-quiet chamber. Unless they’d folded into a very close parallel universe? Some of the theories said timing errors did just that, since those folders disappeared.

      Another alert flashed and Saree pushed it out of view. Why didn’t matter. Surviving and ensuring the Sa’sa survived mattered. Moving to the messaging console, she scrolled through the options, finding the emergency messages—she recognized those symbols. Using the translator again, she found something like a generic “clutch in danger” message and sent it to the Sa’sa homeworld and the Time Guild. Another alert flashed: “Ship in danger?” with buttons labeled “Yes” and “No.”

      Saree shivered. If the Sa’sa woke soon, they’d be angry. But if they didn’t, they could all die. And so could she. Fifteen standard years wasn’t enough time—she wanted to live. She punched “Yes” and swallowed hard.

      She returned to the medico station. The Sa’sa were still unconscious, question marks remaining for both cause and recovery. Thank the egg of Zarar she’d paid attention to the Gov Human Colony Interpreter’s advice and learned the fold transport’s emergency protocols.
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      Rehm jumped out of her bunk, sweeping up the alert, vaguely aware Wils was doing the same. “Rad and blast.” A distress beacon, screaming desperately into the silent depths of space. She poked at the alert on her holo, bringing up the stats. A Sa’sa folder.

      “Sa’sa?!” Wils exclaimed. “Black hole of Andromeda.”

      Rehm didn’t waste more time swearing; she sprinted to the pilot’s seat. The location of the distress beacon relative to their ship was already displayed. How did—she jabbed the translation link—Clutch Fold Transport Twenty-Four manage to fold into an asteroid belt? They were Sa’sa! Rehm calculated a rough orbit to the folder. But while she computed, she wondered: how could the Sa’sa, the very beings who controlled the atomic clocks that allowed safe, instantaneous travel between systems and across the universe, make this error? The Sa’sa were the experts in folding space. It made no sense.

      Wils said, “Wide-area surveillance shows folders in fold hold orbit Alpha and Bravo. One folder orbiting into Corvus Prime. Multiple shuttles, all in normal transit patterns around Corvus Three and Four and their associated stations, two flying to Fold Hold Orbit Alpha, one to Bravo. Despite all the traffic, we’re closest.”

      As Rehm calculated Twenty-Four’s current flight path, Wils turned to her, big-eyed. “It’s a trap!”

      Calculating an intercept, Rehm said, “It could be. But it’s a distress beacon. For the Sa’sa. We can wake the rest of the crew when we get closer. Get the weapons ready.” She shuddered involuntarily, a throwback human reaction. Nothing said “danger” to a human like a herd of upright dinosaurs, hissing, big teeth clashing, and claws slashing. Despite her animal instincts, she’d respond to any legitimate distress beacon—responding to the Sa’sa was a no-brainer. There weren’t enough Sa’sa to tune all the fold clocks across the universe now; there was no way Rehm would turn her back on a Sa’sa folder. It could be a Clocker folder, full of fold clock maintainers, a potentially huge loss for every oxy-breather in the known universe. There were too many xenophobic idiots out there now, gunning for the Sa’sa, believing the conspiracy theories, too stupid to understand that, without Clockers, more and more systems would be cut off, no longer safe to fold into. Billions, no, trillions could die.

      “I don’t see any big threats out here but one could fold in.” Wils turned away. “I’ll talk to the other folders. See if they’ve got anything more than we do. Maybe they’ll back us up.” He shook his head. “I don’t like it.”

      Well, since Wils rarely liked anything outside of Fold Transport Charlie, Rehm wasn’t surprised. Suns, these days, Wils didn’t like much inside Charlie either. They all missed their kids. But sending Ruhger and the others they could spare away on the newly-formed Lightwave Fold Transport was the best way to protect them—but that didn’t matter right now. A safe orbit to Corvus Prime asteroid belt did—close enough to launch a shuttle, but not so close their folder was also in danger.

      Rehm ran through the calculations, mapping out the safest, fastest, and most efficient flight paths, then creating a compromise orbit. The distress message contained the Sa’sa folder’s trajectory at the moment the message was transmitted; she’d have to wait for surveillance to confirm before locking in a course. And if Twenty-four was hit by a big enough object—the only reason she could think of for the Sa’sa to be in the middle of the asteroid field—the path might be significantly different.

      “Contacting the Sa’sa.” He snort-laughed. “This will be fun. Clutch Fold Transport Twenty-four, Secure Fold Transport, Commander Wilson.”

      Rehm’s mouth twisted. She didn’t envy Wils. The Sa’sa were difficult to communicate with at the best of times. Under stress, they’d probably be worse. Maybe they’d get lucky and Twenty-four would have an alien interaction Sa’sa class on board. The discussion would still be confusing because the Sa’sa didn’t talk one-on-one; you talked to a bunch of them all at once, getting a lot of irrelevant conversations along with the one you needed—but it might be understandable. Hive-mind species were weird.

      “Got a human. Human voice, anyway. Maybe they’ve finally got a translator working.” Wils shuddered. “Knowing the Sa’sa, it might even be an Artificial Intelligence translator, all the seven suns of Saga forbid.”

      Icy tendrils shivered down Rehm’s spine. A human would be strange, but an AI would be terrifying—they always went rogue. She kept working the intercept, ignoring Wilson’s conversation. Surveillance showed Twenty-four’s orbital path was significantly different from the distress report. Rehm recalculated, knowing she’d refine it as they avoided the larger asteroids. Locking in their course, she initiated thrust. They’d burn a lot of fuel, but the Sa’sa were known to be very generous. Or ruthless, if you were on the wrong side.

      And speaking of the wrong side… Rehm sent a text message to the crew. She and Wils didn’t need the rest yet—estimated flight time was five hours to the best shuttle launch location—but some of their crew were sensitive to velocity and vector changes, despite the grav generators. She set a ship-wide alarm to wake everyone an hour before intercept. Since it was zero-four now, most of them would be up, but better safe than sorry. If Wils was right and this was a trap, they’d need everyone. Nothing to do now but monitor their flight. She sat back with a sigh and realized she was naked.

      Laughing, Rehm got up and glanced at Wils. He’d managed a pair of shorts. Still chuckling, she used the sani-mod, then pulled on her under-armor skins. Rehm truly hoped she wouldn’t need combat armor, but it was better to be prepared. She dumped Wils’s in his lap and ran her hand over his warm, wide, muscular shoulders. He was just as sexy today as the day they met, all those years ago. They both worked a little harder to stay in shape but it was part of the job. Wils flashed a smile at her, but clearly, his mind was on his conversation.

      Rehm snorted and plopped back in her seat, the padding sighing underneath her. Well, only kind of their job. They probably didn’t need to stay in combat shape for their current gig, but again, it was better to be ready than get caught short. She refined Twenty-four’s orbit and rechecked their navigation. Close enough for now.

      Rehm headed for the galley. The adrenaline of waking to a distress signal was wearing off; they needed coffee. After pulling the first mug, she leaned against the counter and sipped. The hot, smooth, slightly bitter brew washed the minty toothpaste away and warmed her from the inside out. The second mug finished and she took it to Wils.

      “Copy that, Clutch Fold Transport Twenty-four. Secure Fold Transport out.” Wils pulled on his shirt, muffling his voice. “You’re not going to believe this. There’s a human on board. A girl.” His head popped out, a frown on his face. “She was doing her best, but I could hear the fear in her voice. She seems young. Too young to be alone on a ship full of Sa’sa.”

      Wils shook his head like he was shaking the thought away. “Anyway, she said she’s the liaison and translator for this clutch. They’re just a cargo transport.” He shot Rehm an incredulous look. “Even if that’s true, how does a Sa’sa clutch fold this far off target? And why does a cargo transport need a human translator?”

      Wils sipped coffee, raising the mug to her with a smile. “She’s not entirely sure what happened. She wasn’t in piloting when they folded, but the entire pilot class appears to be incapacitated along with all the other Sa’sa. She—Saree is her name—said they’re not dead, but they’re all unconscious. Saree said they were doing a really long fold, which the Sa’sa don’t react well to. They expected some problems but nothing like this. She said most of them shouldn’t have passed out, and even if they did, they should be awake by now. So, she sent the distress signal.”

      “Does she have any piloting experience?”

      “No.” Wils shook his head, face grim. “Not only that but, while she speaks Sa’sa, she doesn’t read it well, so most of the controls are incomprehensible to her. Her translation program isn’t designed for technical terms, just day-to-day living on Sa’sa. This is her first time on a space fold transport. And for some reason, I’m only getting voice, not vid.”

      “Blast and rad.” Rehm slumped.

      “Yeah.” Wils’s face, already lined from years of radiation, creased further.

      Rehm couldn’t think of anyone she’d rather have at her side for something like this. Or anytime, for that matter. “Well, it’s not impossible. We match up velocity and vector, hook ‘em with the tractor beam, and tug them to a hold orbit, releasing them on a safe vector. We let the fold controllers know—”

      “Already done.”

      “Good.” She shrugged. “Then we message the Sa’sa and let them deal with it.”

      “Saree said she sent a message to the Sa’sa homeworld already, but there aren’t any Sa’sa folders near here. We’re firmly in human space; you know that, Rehm. It might take a while for them to get here.”

      “Suns. Well, I don’t think our medico box knows anything about the Sa’sa. So, all we can do is haul them to a safe fold hold orbit.” She frowned. “If we’re taking the girl with us, we’ve got to quarantine her and make sure she didn’t end up infected with whatever got the Sa’sa.”

      Wils frowned quizzically at her. “Infected? It’s a fold gone bad.”

      Rehm’s eyebrows rose. “Really, Wilson? The Sa’sa, making a bad fold? Does that sound likely to you?”

      His face smoothed into combat calm. “Suns. You’re right.” He turned to the panel and swept through the surveillance screens. “Wake up Lee and Ruthie. Let’s get them on deep surveillance. This might be an attack.”

      Rehm stared. She’d been thinking about a Sa’sa epidemic, not an attack, but this could be a setup for them or the Sa’sa. They’d both flown the easy orbit, the one that didn’t lead to planet “worst case.” Good thing they weren’t mercenaries anymore or they’d be dead before they could collect a paycheck.

      Rehm’s brain locked on the word. Why did they call a credit transfer a paycheck anyway? Pay, that was easy enough, but check? That was a symbol or a verb, not a noun. She shook the thought away. No time to worry about oddities in human languages.

      After sending wakers to Lee and Ruthie, she checked navigation. Twenty-four’s orbit hadn’t changed much; they were still on course.

      “Rehm, can you talk to Saree? I don’t want to leave her out there alone, but I’ve got to brief Lee and Ruthie and get on the deep surveillance.”

      “Sure.” She swept up the comm and linked in. “Clutch Fold Transport Twenty-four, Trans...Secure Fold Transport, Pilot Rehmington.” Suns, she had to stop thinking of the ship as Transport Charlie. They’d been Secure Fold for years now. There was no sense holding on to the past. Especially a tragic past.

      “Secure Fold, Clutch Fold Transport Twenty-four, Liaison Saree. What’s your ETA, Pilot?”

      The girl was trying to sound professional, but Wils was right. She was scared. Rehm glanced at the status. “Four hours, thirty-nine minutes. Any change in the Sa’sa?”

      “No. None of them have woken.” Saree’s voice wobbled.

      “Are you in the piloting area?”

      “No, I’m in communications. I’m not sure I can get into the piloting chambers.”

      “Then how do you know the pilots are unconscious?”

      “Because I pulled up the vids for the piloting chamber and the medical data for all the Sa’sa.”

      Smart. “Have you tried to enter piloting?”

      “No. What good would that do? I don’t know anything about piloting. And I can’t read the screens.”

      A little bit of a wail at the end but still under control. This girl was impressive. Rehm smiled. “If you can get to piloting, I can talk you through it. I don’t need the labels. Get up there, and let’s see what we can do.”

      “Okay. It may take me a while. I’ll have to find one of the pilot class and get a…um, well, credentials.”

      Wonder what Saree didn’t say? Probably a Sa’sa security thing. Well, Rehm didn’t need to know any Sa’sa secrets—she had enough of her own. “That’s okay. Take your time. We have lots of it, don’t we?”

      No reply, then Saree giggled. Rehm huffed. Wils was right—she was too young. “So, any idea why all the Sa’sa passed out?”

      “No, not really. But something about the fold wasn’t right. I hurt everywhere.”

      “You’re hurt? Can you get to a medico box? A human medico box?”

      “I can, but I’m okay. I just ache everywhere. It’s just bruising or something. It was a really long fold.”

      Odd. Across the universe or a single galaxy, folding space felt the same to her. “Did anything unusual happen before you folded?”

      “No. Well, some of the Sa’sa were excited, but that happens. Sometimes. I don’t always know why. They’re…different.”

      Understatement of the century, kid. Rehm sighed. “Yeah. Any luck with your credentials?” Saree must be somewhere else on the ship because she could hear Sa’sa speech in the background.

      “Yes. I’m in. There’s Sa’sa lying everywhere. And a lot of stuff flashing. And a voice, telling us—me, there’s a proximity alert.”

      “Try a voice command. Tell it, ‘Proximity Alert Acknowledged,’ in Sa’sa and see if it stops.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Hissing and gargling commenced, with a…handclap?

      “Hey, it worked. Rad.” Saree chuckled.

      Rehm smiled. “Good. Now, since you’ve got a prox alert, let’s make sure your meteor shields and defenses are good. Try saying, ‘Display Meteor Defenses,’ in Sa’sa.”

      More garbled hissing. It sounded odd in a little-girl voice. “A screen came up. I still can’t read it, but nothing is flashing an alert. Wait, I can read part of it. It says…normal, I guess the translation is, in a whole bunch of places.”

      Rehm nodded to herself. “Good. That’s probably the current status. It’s nominal, meaning it’s working fine. Which is good, since you’re in the middle of an asteroid belt. But don’t worry—space really is big. Your chances of impact are still pretty small, and the shields should take care of it anyway.” She chuckled, hoping Saree would relax hearing it.

      “I sure hope so.”

      “I know so.” Rehm put all the confidence she’d gained over the years into her voice. This girl was scared enough. She didn’t need more fear. “Okay. Do you know if the Sa’sa build their own folders, or do they buy them?”

      “I think they buy them, then modify them, but I’m not positive.”

      This might be easy after all. “Good. So, up by the pilots, somewhere on the bulkhead or around the main control screens, there should be a sign that tells us who built the folder. It’s usually cerimetal, flat, only a few centimeters in length and width. It might be in Trade or some other language but probably not Sa’sa. See if you can find it.”

      “Okay.” Rustling, the shrusshing of material, a sharp intake of breath. “I found it; it’s in Trade! It says, ‘Musk Fold Transport, Model Forty-Two,’ then there’s a bunch of numbers, then—”

      “That’s good enough. That means this is a human-built ship, from Musk Spaceships.” Rehm grinned. “Which is very good news for us. You already sent the distress signal, so the ship’s computer knows there’s something wrong. So, now what I want you to do is say the following words, in Trade, loudly and clearly. Okay, Saree?” Rehm wasn’t positive this would work. If the Sa’sa were smart, they’d have changed the defaults. But it didn’t hurt to try.

      “Okay.”

      “In Trade, say, ‘Life Safety Emergency. Enable Emergency Protocols using Trade.’ Got it?”

      Saree parroted the words perfectly. Garbled language, hissing, and teeth clashing resulted. Saree’s voice answered in Sa’sa. Two more exchanges ensued. “It worked! I can read the screens!”

      Rehm collapsed back in her chair, smiling. She killed the thrusters, putting in enough reverse thrust to hold them in their current orbit. “Good job, Saree. Great job, actually. Okay, now I’ll have you turn the controls over to me. I’ll fly Twenty-four out of there to Fold Hold Orbit… well, one of them. We’ll figure out which one in a minute. The important thing is to get you out of the asteroid field, right?”

      “Right.” Saree sighed, a big sigh of relief.

      Rehm looked over at Wils for the first time since she’d started talking to Saree. He gave her a big grin, both fists punching the overhead triumphantly.
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      Saree sat on the decking, every aching muscle sagging with relief. Someone who knew what they were doing. A human at that. Thank the egg of Zarar.

      Something flashed behind her, so she turned to look. The tactical picture had changed; they were moving. Slowly, Pilot Rehmington maneuvered them out of the asteroid field toward clear space. Occasionally, a different display came up of a laser pulverizing or a tractor beam pushing a big rock out of the way. Then, they were out of the asteroids and the velocity increased.

      “Clutch Fold Transport Twenty-four, Secure Fold Transport, Commander Wilson.”

      Saree replied, “Commander, this is Twenty-four.”

      “How are you doing, Saree?”

      “I’m fine. Thank you for the rescue.” She was so lucky.

      “Not a problem. Hopefully, someone will do the same if we ever need it. Are the Sa’sa still unconscious?”

      Saree scanned the compartment for the hundredth time. “Yes. Nothing’s moving at all.”

      “I’m sure that’s a little…disconcerting.”

      “Yes. The Sa’sa are always moving, hissing. It’s not normal for them to be so still.” Saree’s shoulders hunched. Oof. She forced them back down, making herself relax.

      “Do you think they might have been drugged or something?”

      How could that happen? “I don’t know, Commander Wilson. If they were, why am I awake?”

      He chuckled. “Good question. But the Sa’sa are cold-blooded, right? It could be that whatever they got doesn’t affect a warm-blooded creature. Or maybe it was something they ate and you didn’t. Are you feeling chilly at all?”

      Saree started. She hadn’t checked the temperature. “No. No, it’s too hot in here, just like usual.”

      “Well, that’s one cause down. I’m sure there are other, simpler answers. Stand by.”

      Saree waited, tapping her fingers on the console. She’d become a pretty good drummer since joining the Time Guild. The Sa’sa didn’t like most human singing, but they did like rhythm instruments.

      “Twenty-four, we’re flying you to fold hold orbit Juliet,” Pilot Rehmington said. “It’s not normally used, so nobody should bother you there. Do you think the Sa’sa will respond to your message quickly?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. I sent it with an emergency tag to the Guild Grand Master.” Silence rang, and Saree’s stomach sank.

      “The Time Guild Grand Master?” Commander Wilson asked. “Not to pilots or medical or world authorities?”

      “I…” Oh, rad and blast, she couldn’t tell a human they were a clock maintenance clutch! She had to stick with the cover story. She shouldn’t have mentioned the Time Guild at all. “That’s who I work for, Commander. I’m a liaison to the Time Guild, not to the ship.” What else could she tell them? She couldn’t think of anything that would fix her mistake. Now, they would guess there was a Clock Maintenance Clutch on board. Suns. “Um, if the pilots wake up, I’ll be out of here like a flash. I’m not supposed to be in piloting. I have to stay in my compartment.” All true, but mostly because the Sa’sa couldn’t understand how she could possibly learn anything about the ship. They were amazed she didn’t need a communications clutch member to send messages. The Sa’sa classes only did one job. Sa’sa Time Guild members did clock maintenance and nothing else. They all learned basic emergency ship protocols but with great difficulty.

      “I see. Well, then, once we get you to the hold orbit, we’ll just stand by and wait.”

      “It won’t take long, Commander.”

      “No, I imagine not. But we can keep talking until then.”

      “Thank you!” Thank the egg of Zarar, she wouldn’t be all alone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Well, Wils, should we go?” Rehm ignored the twist in her guts, the feeling screaming she was abandoning a child. “There’s no reason to stay, right? The Time Guild ship is here, the Sa’sa are taken care of, and everything’s okay.”

      He fidgeted in the weapon station and sighed. “I guess so. I just wish we could be sure Saree is okay. That she’s not being blamed or punished for any of this.”

      “I feel the same. I just don’t know what to do about it. All we get from Twenty-four is a ‘situation nominal’ message. There’s nothing more we can do. And our passengers are getting impatient.” Rich people were a pain.

      Wils sighed. “True. All right, let’s go. We have a job to do, credits to earn, and we’re not earning them sitting here.”

      Rehm plotted a course for the Corvus fold point, her heart heavy.
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      “Rehm?”

      “Yeah, Wils?”

      “Come look at this.”

      She sighed, sweeping her book out of view. Wils could just send it, whatever it was, over to her, but no, he wanted her to get up from her comfy spot on the couch and walk to command. “Really?”

      Wils beckoned with a smile on his face. A smile she hadn’t seen since their son Ruhger folded out on Lightwave, the smile of a proud but worried father. Huh. Rehm walked over and leaned over his shoulder, but he snagged her around the waist and pulled her down on his lap instead. Rehm happily relaxed into his loving hold.

      “See, made it worth your while, didn’t I?” Wils said into her ear, following up with a kiss. “Look at the message.”

      “Message? Who cares?” Rehm tried to lean back and kiss him, but Wils resisted.

      “Look, Rehm.” His voice was oddly insistent.

      Glancing down, her attention was caught by the sender. The Time Guild. By the seven suns of Saga. Rehm’s eyebrows rose. She tried to scan it, but the wording was formal and odd, so she read word by word. Even reading slowly, it wasn’t easy to understand, and she gave up halfway through. “So, this is a thank-you?”

      “A formal commendation from the Time Guild. I looked it up, and they don’t give out very many of these. It comes with credits, too!”

      Ah, now the excitement made sense. A reward meant upgrading their weapons, something they needed to do desperately.

      “But, there’s a threat at the end, Rehm. It says we can’t talk about ‘Liaison Saree.’” Wils’s breath hissed through his teeth. “Actually, it doesn’t. It says we can’t talk about any human involvement in the rescue, including Liaison Saree.” Wils's arms tightened around her. “In which case, we’re flying into a black hole, ‘cause the crew hasn’t been quiet.”

      Ice ran down Rehm’s spine. No, the crew hadn’t been quiet. They’d spread the word about Secure Fold saving a Sa’sa ship at every station and planet they’d hit. They didn’t say a lot about Saree because a human on a Sa’sa ship was too strange and raised questions none of them could answer, but they hadn’t avoided the subject either. “Why didn’t the Sa’sa tell us this right after it happened? It’s been weeks.”

      “It’s the Sa’sa. Who knows?” Wils shrugged.

      Rehm blew out a big sigh and put her head on his wide shoulder. “Well, nothing we can do about it now. We can ask the crew to stop spreading the story, but it’s out there. Just one more enemy to add to the fleet we’ve already got.”

      “Yeah. Like we needed more.” He huffed. “There is a little more good news at the very end.”

      She snort-laughed. “Good because we need some.”

      “Saree sent a message. She left the Sa’sa folder. She’s on the Sa’sa homeworld, employed at the Colony Administrator’s office as an interpreter. There’s a news article attached about her getting a medal from them, then a hiring notice.”

      Ah, now the ‘proud father’ look made sense. “Excellent. I’m glad she’s not stuck on a ship full of toothy lizards who pass out during fold.”

      “No kidding. I feel better about this whole thing now.” Wils kissed her neck. “Let’s see if I can get you to pass out but from pleasure.”

      “Mmm. Excellent idea.” She captured his mouth under hers.
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      Saree smiled at the congratulations message from Secure Fold Transport, enjoying the unusual, warm, happy feeling. With renewed determination, she considered the strange drift patterns on the Aquila Prime clock. The clamor of Ia’asan clock maintenance clutch, slithering, hissing, teeth clashing and all, was comforting rather than annoying. The noise was so much better than silent, unconscious Sa’sa, sickened by food with a previously unknown neurotoxin and then dealt a literal knock-out blow by a long fold. A simple piloting error sent them into the asteroid belt—delirious, the pilot flipped two numbers. No one knew if the fermenting fruit was a deliberate attempt to poison the Sa’sa or just one more oddity in a chain of mistakes and mischances.

      Saree shivered. Either way, her presence put the Sa’sa in danger. Since the medical emergency, Ia’asan clutch barely escaped two serious attacks—one a pirate folder orbiting foolishly close to a fold clock, the second an attempt to breach their shuttles while docked at a previously-safe space station. Ia’asan was returning to Sa’sa. They needed Sa’sa Warrior protection full time—or Saree off the ship.

      After the second attack, the Gov Human Colony Administer on Sa’sa sent Saree a message—rumors of a “human Clocker” were spreading, and those reports seemed to drive increasing attacks on all Sa’sa folders. Big corporations, criminal enterprises, and even some overpopulated human systems desperately wanted a human clock maintainer because a human could be forced to tune—or detune—a fold clock. Consistently perfect fold clocks would be a huge advantage for one of the big corps—or evil beings could hold entire systems hostage by threatening a fold clock’s accuracy. Although many had tried, no one had succeeded in forcing the Sa’sa to do anything—under severe duress, the entire clutch suicided. A single human would be easy to control.

      Gov Human and the Sa’sa had to find a way to hide Saree’s presence on Sa’sa folders, or she would quit doing clock maintenance. There were just too many lives at risk, and there weren’t enough clock maintenance clutches left. They couldn’t be risked for a single human with relatively little capability.

      Saree frowned and sighed. Well, there were a lot of smart beings on Sa’sa. They’d figure something out. Or she’d be out of the Time Guild altogether, in debt for her clock maintenance training forever and working the fold clock assembly lines. Depressing, but building clocks was better than being captured or dying and taking a bunch of Sa’sa with her. She wouldn’t let it come to that. She would find a way.

      In the meantime, though, Saree had a job to do, and it wasn’t worrying. It was clock maintenance. What was the problem with this rad-blasted thing? She scrolled back through the clock’s history again, tapping a martial rhythm on her armrests, determined to forge ahead despite all obstacles.

      Saree would find a way to keep her job secret so they could all work safely. She’d show everyone, humans and Sa’sa alike, that human fold clock maintainers were just as good as the Sa’sa and be the best Time Guild clock maintainer ever!

      

      The End
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      Another battle on another nameless planet is over. When Lieutenant Dan Rask is assigned remainder duty, he expects is a routine battlefield survey. What he gets is a personal awakening.
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      Lieutenant Dan Rask, United Expeditionary Forces, watched as the last of the UEF troop carriers left orbit. He spotted the Philadelphia, his duty station for the last five years, in the line of six departing carriers. With her cavernous belly full of soldiers and war materiel and landing craft, the Philly looked more like an enormous armored guppy than a starship.

      Part of him wanted to be back on the Philly. It was comfortable, what he knew. It was home.

      The rest of him never wanted to go back.

      The formation of ships grew smaller until they were just pips of moving light against a field of stars.

      “That’s the last of em, sir,” the pilot called out from the cockpit. “It’s just us and the Fugee now. You ready to get on with it?”

      The Fugee was the Refuge, the hospital ship the fleet had left behind to deal with the wounded and the dead. Dan and his team had one final battlefield task to perform before they left this planet for the next battlefield.

      Remainder duty.

      Dan struggled to remember the pilot’s name. Turpin? Torkin? Something starting with a T.

      “I’m good,” Dan said finally. “Let’s do it.”

      “Aye, sir.” The shuttle angled as it repositioned into a lower orbit.

      The planet didn’t even have a name, just a number: 996.15. From Dan’s view looking over the pilot’s shoulder, 996.15 was a vast expanse of every shade of brown imaginable — tan, bronze, sepia, beige, cream, chocolate — like some interior designer’s brown nightmare.

      The Gull-class shuttle was a newer model with room for six passengers and a separate cargo hold. The kind of ship used to transport senior officers or for official functions. Carpeted, with luxurious armchair-style seats, it had a service slot in the rear of the cabin that Dan guessed was for a bar. It smelled better than any space craft he’d been on. A fresh, welcoming scent, pleasant to the senses.

      A fitting vessel for a solemn duty, he supposed.

      For this battlefield recovery operation, Dan had been detailed a contingent of two petty officers, each lounging in their own row behind him. Dan had barely said three words to either since they’d boarded the shuttle. He was perfectly comfortable with silence.

      The pilot apparently was not.

      “Beats me why we’re fighting over this shithole,” the pilot muttered. One of the petty officers made an approving grunt at the pilot’s pronouncement.

      “Stow it,” Dan growled in reply. “If the Scythians want it, we take it from them. That’s enough reason for me any day.”

      He twisted in his seat so he could look the non-comms in the eyes. “Clear?”

      “Crystal, sir,” Medical Tech Sanchez responded. She was short and blocky with heavy hips and thick shoulders like a rugby player. Dan had checked her file and deemed her solid. A volunteer, not a draftee, and medical was her first career choice. She had excellent ratings from all her prior postings.

      Sanchez’s dark eyes snapped to the young man sitting across the cabin.

      Dan’s gaze followed. “Are we clear, Petty Officer Higgins?”

      The Adam’s apple on Higgins’ thin neck bobbed. His pale blue eyes flashed at Dan as he tried to calculate how much he wanted to push this officer. Higgins was a second wave conscript, and in Dan’s opinion, a sure sign that the United Expeditionary Forces were scraping the shallow end of the gene pool for suitable soldiers.

      Dan stared the young man down.

      “Yes, sir,” Higgins said, looking out the window. “I didn’t ask for remainder duty, you know. My chief hates me – that’s why I’m here.” Dan saw the milky skin of his jawline bunch up as he gritted his teeth. “And this place is still a shithole. Sir.”

      Sanchez let an exasperated sigh escape. “Just shut up, Higgins. Do your job, keep the drones running, and we’ll be done in 48 hours.”

      Dan faced forward so they didn’t see his smile. Sanchez would go far in this man’s army. He’d make sure to drop a nice rating in her service jacket when he was reassigned back to his unit.

      The pilot cocked his head over his shoulder, the blank faceplate of his helmet reflecting the planet’s surface. “Ready when you are, sir.”

      Dan flicked him the drop coordinates from his wrist comm unit. “Take us down.”

      The smooth blending of browns sharpened into rigid textures as the planet’s surface drew closer like looking at the brush strokes of a painting up close.

      A spiky mountain range flashed by underneath them, cocoa-colored cliffs plunging hundreds of meters, devoid of vegetation. The pilot kept them above the sharp peaks, then Dan’s stomach turned as the ship dropped to follow the terrain of a flat plain.

      Water in this part of the desert planet was mostly below the surface, but he could see dry gullies that surely must have been carved by erosion. There was plenty of vegetation here on the plains. Paddle-leafed cacti with bright red flowers, wispy branches of head-high bushes with long thin leaves, the occasional tree sprouting from the landscape. Rocky, dry gullies twisted through the soil, leaving gaps in the vegetation. Boulders striated with shades of brown pocked the scene like some child’s discarded toy blocks.

      “Coming up on the D-zone,” the pilot announced. The ship topped a rise and Dan saw the battlefield for the first time.

      “Holy crap,” Higgins muttered.

      He’d been on the Fugee for this battle, but Dan’s combat senses automatically analyzed the scene. Parallel furrows, each a few hundred meters long, showed the skid marks where the trooper sleds had landed. He counted twelve of them, so that meant a battalion had landed here.

      His pulse quickened as he relived the rush of dropping into a hot landing zone. The smell of a 40-trooper sled: sweat and piss and the plastic odor of brand-new body armor on some poor replacement. The way his stomach flipped when they went weightless on ride down. The jaw-cracking landing. The way the ramps dropped and sunlight flooded in. How he charged the bright rectangle of sun into who-knew-what—

      “El-Tee, you with me, sir?” the pilot was saying.

      Dan snapped back into the moment. “Yeah. Go ahead.” His neck flushed hot at the thought of Higgins and Sanchez watching him.

      “I said where do you want me to set down?”

      “Center of the search area,” Dan snapped.

      The pilot shrugged and made a wide turn, the landscape spooling across the windshield as the shuttle banked.

      The battlefield drew Dan in again. Bomb craters pocked the surface. It was odd how the scenery looked completely normal, then a huge gouge was missing. Most of the bomb damage was downrange of where the landing sleds had come in. He nodded in satisfaction. Looked like UEF air power had pounded the Scythian lines pretty good.

      The pilot guided the ship slowly, one eye on his nav plot, the other looking for a flat place to set down. The ship hovered, then dropped to a soft landing.

      Dan’s frame settled into the cushions of his seat. A far cry from the head-snapping landing of a trooper sled, which was how Dan normally landed on foreign planets.

      “Nice touchdown,” Dan said.

      “Thanks, sir. Here at Expedition Airlines, we aim to please.” The pilot’s hands danced over the panels as he spoke. Dan heard the thrusters wind down. The deck beneath his feet went still. “How long you guys need to offload?”

      Dan stood too quickly and a sharp pain ran up his right leg like a jolt of electricity. He bit his lip and dug his fingers into the headrest of his chair until it passed.

      Take it slow, the doc had said, and you’ll be fine. So much for following doctor’s orders.

      “You okay, Lieutenant?” Sanchez’s voice cut through the fog of pain.

      Dan pasted on a smile. “Yup. They’re growing me a new kneecap, but I’m in the queue. Won’t be ready until next week. In the meantime, I have this gadget on my leg.”

      Sanchez knelt next to him. “Lemme look at it, sir.” He felt her light touch as she probed the edge of the adaptive knee brace designed to help him walk. He heard the soft beep of the keypad and the pain washed away.

      “You had the gain set all wrong, sir. These little guys are tricky to dial in. You should be good now.”

      Dan took a step and spun around. The pain was no more than a dull ache. “Wow, that is much better, Sanchez. Thanks.”

      She had a generous mouth with wide white teeth. Her heavy features softened when she smiled. “No worries. Like I said, they’re tricky.” She turned to the still seated Higgins and the smile evaporated.

      “On your feet, petty officer. We’ve got work to do.”

      

      The arid atmosphere outside the controlled confines of the shuttle made Dan’s sinuses contract. Under the glare of the brassy sunlight, he could feel the moisture being driven from his body.

      The heat amplified the smell of the recent battle. Freshly turned soil, the green scent of crushed vegetation, the sharp tang of explosives.

      And dead things. That scent was there, too.

      Dan shook off the morbid thoughts and turned his attention to the task at hand.

      The Gull-class cargo bay was a well-engineered space with a pair of brand-new crawler bots to assist with the unloading. Dan had humped enough shipping crates off shuttles during his time in the UEF to appreciate the wide ramp and the mechanical aids. After less than an hour of work, Dan checked the manifest against the array of plastic shipping containers he had prepositioned in the sand.

      Six DNA drones, a mobile lab for testing and handling remainders, three one-man tents, a command post, and a three-day survival kit.

      The pilot watched them from the shade of the ramp, helmet off, chewing a toothpick. “You good, sir?” he asked.

      “We’re all set.” Dan transmitted the approved manifest with a swipe of his comm cuff. “Thanks again for the ride.”

      “No worries,” he offered Dan a half-assed salute. “You guys stay safe. I’ll be back in two days.” He scanned the plain of brush and sand and rocks. “Still don’t know why this place is worth fighting for.”

      He closed the ramp before Dan could reply. A few moments later, the shuttle engines kicked on. Dan turned his back to the billows of dust kicked up by the departing craft.

      Silence settled over the trio. With the comforting bulk of the shuttle gone, Dan could see to the horizon in all directions. The soldier in him felt exposed.

      “Sir?” Higgins said. “What was that ‘stay safe’ stuff? The Scythians are gone, right?”

      “They’re gone, Higgins,” Dan said. “We won this one, remember?” He swept his arm in a wide circle. “You think they’d hang around for this?”

      Higgins started to reply, but Sanchez cut him off. “Get the drones up, Higgins. Until you do your job, I can’t do mine.”

      Grumbling, the young man unsnapped the first drone case and set the lid aside. He extended the six arms of the drone and locked them in place. The result looked like a meter-wide, high-tech wagon wheel with a thruster on each spoke. Using a tablet, he energized the drone and levitated it until it was at eye level. He ran through a start-up sequence to test the mechanical capture functions and the sensor suite.

      Dan watched the young man’s scowl of concentration, the way his eyes flicked between the tablet and the drone as he worked. Higgins was a whiny guy, but he knew his tech stuff. Dan turned his attention to the command post.

      He walked a three-meter square area around the large, waist high, square packing crate. Past experience told him that getting rid of a few rocks now would mean he wouldn’t spend the next two days tripping over uneven ground every time he moved around the tent interior.

      When he was satisfied, Dan carefully unlatched and lifted off the packing crate top. The underside was a flat, glassy surface. He set the lid down gently outside the cleared zone. Then Dan energized the self-construct feature of the Mark 7 Command Post and stepped away.

      Eight limbs extended out of the packing crate like a giant mechanical spider. When they reached the limit of their travel, fingers burrowed into the ground to anchor the structure. A center pole rose out of the crate, bringing with it a white tent of breathable, self-repairing micro-fiber material. A series of spokes extended from the center pole as it grew, forming the command post interior.

      When the Mark 7 beeped its completion tone, Dan carried the crate lid into the tent and centered it on the top of the crate, glass side up. He adjusted the height of the monitor so the desk surface was comfortable for him.

      When Dan reemerged into the bright sunlight, he was surprised to find Higgins had three drones airborne and Sanchez had her medical station unpacked and moved adjacent to the command tent.

      “You want me to set up the coffins, sir?” Sanchez asked.

      Dan nodded. He was liking Sanchez’s cheerful efficiency more and more. “I’ll give you a hand.”

      Coffin was the slang term for the UEF one-man tents, so named because of the tight-fitting sleeping space. When packed, each unit was about the size of a loaf of bread and weighed only a few kilos. Dan hefted the unit by the handle and unsnapped the retaining clips. He extended it with a flick of his wrist to its full seven-foot length. The coffin, made from the same micro-fiber material as the command post, puffed up to resemble a giant caterpillar with just enough room for a trooper, his weapon, and his pack.

      The confined space didn’t bother Dan, but he knew more than a few troopers who would rather sleep in the elements than spend a night in the confines of a one-man tent.

      Higgins joined them just as Dan and Sanchez finished with the sleeping arrangements. His face was flushed and sweaty. “All six drones are in the air, sir. I’m ready to start the search grid when you are.” The kid’s tone told Dan he was pretty proud of himself, and rightly so.

      “Nice work, Higgins,” Dan said. “Standby.”

      In the command post, Dan powered the horizontal monitor to life. After entering the command code and his biometrics, he double-checked the grid coordinates and locked the search pattern in place before he started the recording.

      “Synchronizing the drones…Now.” Dan dropped his index finger to the table with an exaggerated motion.

      The monitor was now an official UEF record.

      Higgins actually grinned. “Aye-aye, sir.”

      The tabletop showed a terrain map of the search area, bomb craters and all. The drones appeared as green dots on the screen as they made their way to their assigned stations. They started in the upper right corner of their search box, dropped to a meter off the ground, and began to crawl along in their programmed search.

      Dan studied the terrain detail. Most of the lower half of the search zone was flat and populated with shrubs that had long sharp leaves on twisty branches. The upper half, the place the Scythians had tried to use as a defensive position from the UEF assault, was rocky and riven with gullies. Less shrubs and more of the red-flowered cacti. Good cover, Dan thought. He stopped himself from checking how many UEF soldiers had been killed here.

      It didn’t matter. They’d won this battle.

      The bodies of the UEF dead had all been recovered using the transponders each trooper had installed in their armor between their shoulder blades. Dan and his detail were here to find any last bits.

      Remainders.

      One of the drones pulsed red on the screen.

      “We got a hit, Sanchez,” he called out of the tent.

      Her reply was tight. “Standing by, sir.”

      

      The drone had found a ring finger, neatly severed between the second and third knuckle.

      When Sanchez handled the specimen with gloved hands, her movements were gentle.

      “We got you, Trooper,” she said softly.

      Dan spied a callus in the flesh at the base of the cut, the kind of callus left by a wedding ring. He turned and focused on the horizon.

      Deep breaths. Count of four, in…out.

      The feeling of overwhelm passed.

      “DNA match for Corporal Andrew Zach,” Sanchez said. “Age twenty-three, from Wichita, Kansas.” She carefully washed the digit and placed it into a sterile container.

      Composed now, Dan turned back to face her. “Very well, Petty Officer Sanchez.”

      When she looked up, her eyes were wet. “I hate this war, sir.”

      Dan stepped back into the command tent without saying anything. He gripped the edge of the monitor and hung his head, pretending to study the terrain detail.

      When humanity met the Scythian race, Dan was eight years old. Old enough to remember all the details, but not old enough to make a difference.

      The first Scythian attack on a human colony was a bloodbath. No warning, no survivors. Dan could recall sitting cross-legged on the floor of his parents’ apartment, watching the news coverage as they played the same images over and over.

      The holo-tapes recovered from the colony showed a species that defied imagination. Seven-feet tall and covered in scales of tough fibrous material that looked organic—scientists later determined it was something called chitin.

      The enemy did not appear to have a standard body morphology. Each Scythian had its own custom armor, like they had grown it on their bodies. The weapons—guns, lasers, knives— appeared integrated into their exterior shell-like organic defenses. Most of the enemy were bipedal, but tripod and quad variants had been seen.

      Dan and the Scythian War came of age together. The enemy was a formidable foe, but also one that relied on numbers rather than technology. Scythians rarely bombarded a colony from above. Instead, they landed with ground troops and slaughtered people one at a time.

      Humanity fought fire with fire. Outer colonies were reinforced with ground troops and air defenses. But years of budget cuts and “we’re alone in the universe” thinking had led to a weak UEF presence that was more akin to a police force than a standing army.

      Earth poured money into new warships and new technology. They started a draft. A million personnel a month, no gender restrictions, no deferments.

      Like every other person he knew, Dan joined the UEF as soon as he was of age and applied to Officer Candidate School. Six months later, he was in his first ground battle on Regos, a dusty rock not unlike this unnamed planet.

      Dan thought he was ready to meet the enemy. He was wrong.

      Seeing a briefing about Scythians and seeing a Scythian warrior up close was the difference between seeing your parents kiss good night and receiving your first actual kiss as a young man. One was a dry, punctual transaction between two people who had performed the ritual a million times and the other was a heart-pounding, hormone-rushing, brain-on-fire moment that stayed with you for the rest of your life.

      He could remember every detail of his first encounter with the enemy.

      Up close, the chitin armor was rough and furrowed like tree bark. The Scythian eyes were jet black like marbles. This one had had a carving on his left breast—a rank insignia, maybe? The legs and arms were triple-jointed, sort of like a human body, but with no taper to the limbs, just thick poles.

      Dan never saw any fingers, but the moment passed so fast, sometimes he wondered if it had even happened.

      That first battlefield was all dust and sweat and bitterness on his tongue. He came at the enemy warrior out of a haze of dust, from the side. The creature must have sensed movement in his periphery. Dan’s MP-27 came up just as the Scythian wheeled toward him. The creature’s arm extended and a big bore weapon—an arm cannon—pointed at Dan like the dark opening of a subway tunnel.

      Dan’s training kicked in. He slipped his weapon to full auto and squeezed the trigger. The recoil kicked his shoulder in a steady rhythm.

      At the same moment, the Scythian’s arm cannon muzzle exploded into fire. The heavy round clipped Dan’s helmet, the blow like getting clocked in the head with a sledgehammer. He felt a flash burn on his cheek.

      Dan’s weapon spat fire. Time slowed down to the point where he could see each pulse leave the muzzle, travel the ten meters to the creature and impact its hide.

      Spots of green blossomed on the warrior’s exterior. A grouping at the waist, then a trail up his side piercing the carving on his left breast and finally reaching those deep black eyes.

      And then Dan was standing over the Scythian’s body, weapon empty, shaking like an aspen tree in the breeze. The creature’s face was a mass of thick, green, shimmery blood. Broken chitin armor like crumbled tree bark—

      “Sir?” Sanchez’s voice.

      Dan startled back to the moment. His fingers were clamped on the edge of the horizontal monitor, his arms shaking with the effort of holding on. The dry air was ragged in his throat, a taste of dust on his tongue. He swallowed.

      “What is it, Sanchez?” he said finally.

      “You okay, sir?”

      “Fine.” Dan licked his lips. He needed water. Despite the dryness, his forehead wore a sheen of sweat.

      “I made some chow, sir. Me and Higgins were gonna eat. If you want some, you’re welcome it.”

      “Thanks, Sanchez. Let me just check the monitor again and I’ll be right there.”

      

      The sun was starting its descent to the far horizon, but the heat was still intense. They still had another six hours of daylight, he estimated. A soft but steady breeze blew from the direction of where the sun would set, carrying with it the decaying smells of the battlefield. And more heat.

      Dan was surprised to see Higgins’ face and neck were lobster-red. He shot a look at Sanchez.

      “Some idiot raided the survival kit, sir,” she said. “There’s no sun block.”

      “In the command tent, Higgins,” Dan said. “You’re burnt to a crisp.”

      They stood in the shade of the tent, eating, the silence growing awkward.

      “How many remainders so far, Sanchez?” Dan asked.

      “Fourteen, one dupe.”

      Dan nodded. The silence lengthened.

      The prepackaged meal had the consistency of chewy oatmeal and tasted like salty wet sand. Dan hefted his plate. “Good chow, Sanchez. When you get out, you should open a restaurant for all the vets who’ll miss this stuff.”

      They all shared a strained laugh.

      Higgins cleared his throat. “Can I ask you a question, Lieutenant? Personal?”

      Dan studied the young man’s face. He’d done his job with the drones, maybe he’d earned some latitude. “Shoot.”

      “Have you ever seen one? A Scythian, for real, I mean?”

      Sanchez started to speak, but Dan stopped her with a glance. “It’s okay, Sanchez. It’s the reason why we’re here, right?”

      The image of the Scythian warrior flashed in his mind. He crammed a big spoonful of paste into his mouth and raised a finger signaling Higgins to give him a minute.

      Dan swallowed. “Yeah, I’ve seen them for real. It’s not something you forget.”

      The two non-comms had stopped eating. He felt the weight of their stares.

      “You’ve seen the vids they show in boot camp,” Dan said. “It’s not like that at all. The vids make them seem invincible. Ten feet tall and armed to the teeth. There’s big ones and small ones and three-legged ones and ones with lasers instead of hands, but bullets kill ‘em all the same.”

      His thoughts flashed on that first Scythian he had killed. The thick green blood had looked fake. The crushed chitin shell like something out of a movie.

      “Have you killed a lot of them, sir?” Sanchez asked softly.

      Dan looked down at his empty plate. So many he’d lost count. In the early days, the men in his platoon used to keep track of their kills by painting an ax on their helmet. They were chopping down the tree people, they told each other.

      But the platoon got smaller as they lost men in battle and one day Dan just stopped counting. Killing was his job. Kill or be killed.

      “Yeah,” Dan said. “I killed a lot of them.”

      The med tech nodded, her jaw set. She’d been born long after the war started. For her, endless war with the Scythians was normal.

      “Is it true they melt when they die?” Higgins pressed him. “I heard that was crap.”

      Dan nodded, glad for the break in the tension. He scraped his plate with the edge of his spoon.

      “True. That’s why we know so little about them. In all the years we’ve been fighting, we’ve never captured a live one. The corpses…well, yeah, they sort of break down right before your eyes. That mulchy smell?”

      He wafted his hand in front of his nose. The scent was faint, but it was still there. “That’s them.”

      Another thing you never forgot.

      The monitor in the tent let out an urgent beep and Higgins pulled his tablet from his hip pocket. “Uh-oh,” he said. “We’ve got a drone down.”

      They gathered in the command tent. Higgins swiped through tablet screens at a manic clip, a frown creasing the blistering red skin of his forehead. “It looks okay, just not moving anymore. Like it’s stuck or something.”

      Dan studied the monitor. The pulsing red dot was in the upper right quadrant, about three klicks away. It looked like the drone was grounded in a gully.

      Another drone sounded an alert. Another remainder found.

      “I’ve got incoming, sir,” Sanchez said, ducking out to her workstation.

      Dan looked at Higgins’ flushed face. The kid was in no shape to hike out there in the hot sun. He’d come down with heat stroke.

      “I’ll go,” Dan said.

      “Sir, your leg…” Higgins began, but his face said thank you.

      “After Sanchez worked her magic, I’m tip-top.” He stepped into the sun and opened the weapons case to retrieve his MP-27 pulse rifle.

      “I’m due for some exercise anyway.” Dan winked at Higgins. “If I’m not back in an hour, send a search party.”

      Higgins’ eyebrows shot up.

      “A joke, Higgins.”

      

      As long as Dan watched his step, his knee was fine, but if he stepped on a rock and put any rotation on his leg, he felt a twinge of pain.

      He took it slow, enjoying the feel of earned sweat under his battle dress uniform. The wavy branched shrub with the sharp leaves gave off a minty aroma, underpinning the experience in his mind.

      He checked his wrist pad for a fix and adjusted his course slightly. Finally, he spied the wide opening of the washed-out gully and knew he was close. The bed of the gully was lined with a jumble of rocks, forcing Dan to pick his way carefully. Every step jolted his injured knee. Maybe this was not a good idea after all.

      He was so focused on the ground that he walked right up to the downed drone before he saw it. The round, white drone, the size of truck tire, sat in the center of the gully. Dan hit his comms.

      “Higgins, I’ve got the drone. Looks like it’s okay. What do you want me to do?”

      Higgins’ reedy voice crackled over the link. “Flip it over. There’s a maintenance panel in the center of the bottom side. Pop that open and I’ll walk you through a manual reset, sir.”

      Dan grabbed an arm and lifted, his knee protesting. The drone was heavier than it looked. He unshouldered his rifle, leaned it against a convenient large rock, and tried again.

      “Got it, sir?”

      “Gimme a minute, Higgins. I’m an officer, we take longer to follow directions.”

      Higgins’ laugh filtered over the comm link. Dan leaned the drone against the same rock and opened the maintenance panel access. “I’m in, Higgins. Go ahead.”

      “Okay, sir, there’s a series of dip switches. You want to toggle the first, third and eighth switches.”

      Dan shaded his eyes and leaned down to peer in the maintenance cavity. His eyes drifted up over the lip of the drone to a shrub overhanging the wall of the gully.

      He saw a combat boot. Dan blinked.

      Black, regulation tread with a big 11 painted in white on the sole.

      The boot was attached to a leg that disappeared into the shadow of the overhanging branches.

      “Sir?” Higgins said.

      “Wait!”

      Dan stumbled to his feet and lunged across the open distance. He thrashed at the vegetation, ripping the branches aside, heedless of the sharp leaves that cut his skin.

      A shallow alcove was hidden behind the leaves.

      In the alcove lay a UEF soldier. A young man in short sleeves, mid-twenties with a close crew cut and skin the color of ochre. Dark dried blood stained the abdomen of his gray t-shirt. Dan pressed his fingers against the young man’s carotid. A slow pulse registered under his fingertips.

      Dan stabbed at his comms. “Tell Sanchez to get out here! We’ve got a live one!”

      Sanchez’s voice cut into the link. “Say again.”

      Dan took a breath. “I have a live soldier out here. Looks to be in a coma, but he’s alive. Get out here pronto, Sanchez, and bring your kit.”

      “Aye, sir. On my way.”

      Dan leaned across the soldier’s body to see his left arm was missing below the elbow. A clean cut… a lucky laser round? Maybe the injury had clipped off the limb and seared the wound.

      Dan sat back on his haunches, his throbbing knee a distant memory. The adrenaline from the find started to fade and he tried to take stock of the situation.

      The soldier’s body armor was stacked neatly a few feet away. Dan flipped over the chest protector. The slot between the shoulder blades where the soldier’s transponder was housed was empty. That’s why no one had found him in the original battlefield sweep for bodies.

      Even stranger still, a flat round rock was balanced on the soldier’s forehead. Dan picked it up. It was light, smooth, and warm to his touch.

      The soldier’s eyes fluttered open. A look of panic seized his features.

      Dan pressed his palm flat on the man’s chest. “Easy, trooper. Take it easy.”

      Startled brown eyes focused on Dan’s face. “Where am I? What—”

      “You’ve been hurt…in a battle.” Dan bit his lip. “It’s a long story. I’ve got a corpsman on the way. What’s your name?

      “Rickie…” He raised his left arm, saw the limb was missing, and started to hyperventilate.

      Dan pressed his hand more firmly on the man’s chest. “Rickie, I’m Dan. You need to stay calm.”

      Rickie clenched his eyes shut and nodded, but tears leaked out of his eyelids.

      Dan waited until the trooper was still again, then leaned across the man’s body to study the injured arm. The base of the wound was encased by what looked like a black, rocky scab. Dan had assumed the injury was covered in dirt, but on closer inspection, the scab looked like a field dressing of some kind. When he ran his finger over the scab, it had the same texture as the round rock he’d taken from the soldier’s forehead.

      Dan rubbed the rock between his fingers. It was smooth and the surface yielded slightly, like some kind of rubber.

      “I’m going to look at the wound on your belly, okay, Rickie?”

      The soldier kept his eyes closed but nodded. His breathing evened out as he drifted off again.

      Dan peeled up the soldier’s shirt, the dried blood stiff and crackling. There was another similar patch on that wound as well. Dan worked his fingers underneath the soldier’s body to the exit wound of the injury. He felt another smooth, rubbery surface.

      A scritch of gravel made Dan whirl around.

      A few meters away, a Scythian stood in the center of the gully.

      Dan lunged for his pulse rifle, but his knee gave out and he sprawled in the dirt. His hand grabbed for his sidearm. He rolled to his belly, bringing the weapon to bear.

      The Scythian had its arms raised.

      Dan held his fire. He slowly got to his feet, the weapon pointed at the enemy.

      This Scythian was different than any he’d seen before. Instead of thick armor plates, this creature had smooth skin across its chest and a belt of chitin around its waist. It had hands and thin fingers.

      Carefully, the creature gestured at Rickie and made a tentative step toward him. Dan responded by firming up his stance.

      “What do you want?” Dan could hear the quaver in his voice.

      The creature touched its left arm above the elbow. It placed a palm on its abdomen. It pointed at the injured soldier.

      Dan swallowed, then nodded. He lowered the muzzle halfway.

      The Scythian crossed the open space in two strides and knelt next to Rickie. Carefully, it peeled off the patches on Rickie’s arm, abdomen, and back. It placed them against the belt on its waist and it looked to Dan like the material was reabsorbed by the creature’s body.

      It stood in a fluid motion, a bare two meters from Dan. The creature was shorter than most he had encountered. Dan’s height. He looked directly into the Scythian’s deep back eyes.

      The creature held out its hand.

      Dan pulled the round disk from his pocket. “You want this?”

      No answer, just an outstretched hand.

      “Lieutenant!” Sanchez’s voice boomed in the confines of the gully. “Where are you?”

      “Here!” Dan called. He looked over his shoulder to see Sanchez marching around the bend.

      When he turned back, the Scythian was gone.

      

      The interview room on the Fugee was long and narrow. Dingy beige walls, scuffed plastic flooring, and a smell like overheated metal. A narrow table sprouted out of the wall, right under the user interface for the recording device.

      Dan sat with his back to the door. That fact bothered him, and it seemed like the man who faced him both knew about Dan’s discomfort and wanted it that way.

      The man had a thin, sallow face, all angles and hollows. His voice was soft and musical, and he wore the drab gray jumpsuit favored by civilians who rode military vessels. Dan had been in the service long enough to recognize a spook when he met one.

      Dan’s stomach growled. He’d been in this room from the moment the shuttle had docked back on the Fugee with the wounded trooper. Without introduction, the man had just walked up and told Dan to follow him. Their destination was the interrogation room.

      When he looked back, Dan saw two other men dressed in gray leading Higgins and Sanchez away.

      The recording device was shut off now. Dan had given his statement while the man studied him, his quick eyes following every expression on Dan’s face.

      Dan sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. If this guy wanted more information, he was going to have to dig for it.

      “No,” the man said finally.

      “No?” Dan replied. “What does that mean? I just told you about a non-combat, first contact meeting with a Scythian and all you say is no?”

      The man touched the recording device and extracted a thin disk. Dan realized for the first time, this room was not networked and there were no cameras. He stole a look at his wrist device. No signal.

      “This never happened, Lieutenant Rask. None of it. You and your team while on remainder duty found a soldier and saved him. You are all getting commendations, by the way.” He slipped a small pad out of his hip pocket and slid it across the narrow table. On the base of the device was a depression for a DNA scan.

      Dan eyed the pad. “What’s this?”

      “Non-disclosure agreement. You are forbidden to speak of this topic with anyone—ever—on pain of imprisonment.”

      “What do Sanchez and Higgins say?”

      The man’s thin lips bent into a feline smile. “Petty Officers Sanchez and Higgins have been reassigned, effective immediately. You are also forbidden to contact them for any reason. Ever.”

      “And the soldier? Rickie?”

      The gray man shrugged. “Doesn’t remember a thing. He was in a battle and when he woke up, you were there. You saved his life, Lieutenant.”

      Dan considered the DNA scanner.

      “Why?” He didn’t really expect an answer, so he was surprised when the man cocked his head and spoke.

      “Morale, of course,” he said. “If our people believe we are fighting bloodthirsty creatures with whom we have nothing in common, then no one questions our actions.” He rested his elbows on the narrow table, leaned in. “But if we let a story get out that there’s compassion in the enemy, what will people think? Will they still support the war? Victory is within our grasp, Dan, but we must maintain a unified front.”

      Victory. How many times had Dan heard that term? Once upon a time, he’d even believed it… Did he still?

      He tried to remember what life had been like before that very first Scythian attack and failed. This war was who he was. Who they all were now.

      The man tapped the tablet, a loud tick-tick in the still room. “Sign it, lieutenant, and forget this ever happened. Your medical procedure has been moved up to this afternoon and orders back to your unit are waiting in your comms queue. All you have to do is sign the dotted line and go on with your life.”

      Dan pressed his thumb against the DNA scanner and shoved it back across the table.

      “Smart man,” the man said as Dan stood. “You’ll go far in this war, Rask.”

      Dan marched all the way to his quarters, eyes front, ignoring everyone and everything around him. When he entered, he left the lights off, then leaned his back flat against the door.

      His fingers stole into the breast pocket of his uniform.

      The round rock was there. Flat, smooth, and warm to the touch.
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      A pilot in a middle of an interstellar war tries to save humanity: even if it’s just his own.
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      There he sits, the destroyer of worlds, polishing his glasses on the prolapsed lining of his trouser pocket and sniffing.

      Johann doesn’t look like a monster: not yet. The detail of these memories always surprises me, as well as what is remembered. I can pick out faces I recognize from the bustle of the carrier's mess hall behind Johann. I hear the familiar, looped feed from the big screen above the chow line bombarding us with images of recent victories and replaying tearful memorials for the lost ships and colonies.

      My consciousness moves between my friends sitting around the table. Jayla is studying the screen, her gaze focused on the facts and figures scrolling along the chyron. She has a slate on the table next to her untouched plate: its surface is black with calculations. I feel Cormac's bulk on the bench next to me and with a thought I am looking through his eyes. I see the chow line and stolen glimpses of Natalie opposite but Nat only has eyes for Johann and the bruises creeping up his thin neck from his last session in the simulator.

      I dare not peer inside Johann, but for the moment at least he is consumed by the surface of his polished lenses and nothing more. My new mind overlays the memory of the fragile teenager with more recent knowledge until looking at him feels like looking at the collage of propaganda on the big screen: horror and salvation both. But he is not like that yet. This is still before.

      There is a halo of empty tables around us as if the rest of the crew fears us. I know they don't—not yet—they just don't understand us. We are fragile consumables like the antimatter that pushes us through the void: exotic but indispensible. The fear comes later.

      Cormac reaches for the jug of juice. I know what comes next and I recoil. But I can’t move. I cannot change the past after all. Only my consciousness is free to move and it bursts free and careens back and forth between memories.

      I see Glendashi flit-ships bursting the silvered bubble of Proxima Station. I feel the shock gel seeping into my lungs the first time I pilot a Titan and I am sure I will drown. I watch my mother’s face through the shuttle window. The frost creeping across the Plexiglas makes her look pale like an old photograph as if she is already no more than a memory. I see Johann, vast and indiscriminate as an event horizon. I travel further back to happier times and stay there too long.

      I force my perspective back past the Glendashi attack, through the years of starvation when all the resources of Earth and its remaining colonies were set to building the Titans and back to Johann and the table of broken children. I arrive back at myself in time to feel the wetness of the juice as it splashes into my lap.

      With matronly efficiency, Nat hands me a sheaf of napkins without ever taking her eyes off Johann.

      "Are you excited?" Natalie asks and Johann shrugs. "It's an honor," Nat continues, "—the first new Titan in over a year and you're the one to pilot it."

      Honor is one thing, I remember thinking, but standing out from the crowd in the middle of warzone is one I'm glad to have missed. Not that they would have chosen me anyway. Johann is by far the better pilot: better than any of us, and judging by the way we have turned the tables on the Glendashi, probably the best that this sector of the galaxy has seen for a long while.

      For a moment Natalie forgets herself and draws out of her permanent crouch to her full, awkward height. Even sitting down she towers above Johann.

      Johann shrugs again and winces at the pain in his neck. Natalie reaches out a comforting hand then withdraws without engaging. Cormac watches Nat and eats while I wipe juice from my lap. We do not look like soldiers. We look like a team made up of the leftovers after every other team has picked. But a team we are, and we are devastating.
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      Explosions blossom in the space around the gas giant's Lagrange point.

      Nat whoops in excitement. I can feel her emotions through the B’link and it makes me want to cheer.

      She is in one of the humanoid Titans, a sister ship to my own. I see her raise a fist in salute then she is gone, charging at maximum acceleration towards her next target. Her excitement sends a shiver through me; the vicious joy of the hunt is communicated directly into the Broca's area of my frontal lobe, mirrored and magnified by the three other members of my team.

      The B’link drops the next firing solution into my brain like a fresh memory and I run there, angling my drives away from the enemy's sensors.

      Piloting a Titan is not like flying a ship. Its arms are my arms; its eyes are my eyes, but that frail human sense is multiplied by leagues and spectra. Everything I need to know is dropped into my brain by the B’link and that same neural interface connects me to the Titan. When I move, it moves.

      Of course I am not really moving, at least not in that way. I am curled fetal in a bladder of shock-gel in its belly, a cable jacked into my head pumping me full of synthetic monoamines and serotonin, the same chemicals that keep you still during REM sleep. They keep me still while I live my waking dream of being a shining, ceramic god of war.

      The Titans are what has saved the human race. When the Glendashi attacked we were nearly destroyed. Hundreds of worlds and artificial habitats were obliterated before we finally found a weapon capable of striking back. There was just one problem: there was nobody who could pilot them.

      They learned that the hard way, and many fighter jocks who had seen R&D as an easy path away from the front plane found that dying in a twisted pile of burning ceramic is just as bad on a lunar testing range as it is on the front.

      The usual selection criteria broke down when it came to the Titans. Pilots were used to piloting. But you had to be a Titan. Your feet are tens of meters away from where your body naturally thinks they are. In even the smallest model, your arms are longer by a factor of twenty. That throws up all sorts of interference with the body's natural senses.

      For the fighter jocks, the athlete-mathematicians that made up the test pilot corps with their perfect healthy bodies and their exquisite reflexes and coordination, the interference was too much to take. They couldn’t do it.

      But we can.

      It's called proprioception: the body's natural sense of where it is in space. If you close your eyes and raise your arm you know on some level where your arm is. All the little stresses and strains and force-feedback mechanisms that drive your muscles combine to give you a mental picture of where your arm is. It’s the forgotten sixth sense. Everyone has it: everyone except us.

      We suffer from Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, a connective tissue disorder that means we lack the usual receptors that feed this sixth sense back to the brain. We can’t sense our bodies so with us there is no interference. When the B’link tells us we are forty meters tall then God damn it we are.

      In fact it’s more than that. Piloting a Titan and having this information artificially grafted onto our brain is the only time we feel this sense of place. For the first time in our lives we feel like we really know who we are. And we are giants. If you think that sounds like an awesome experience, then congratulations. You have an inkling of what it feels like to pilot a Titan.

      But EDS is no walk in the park. We are all candidates for life threatening cardiovascular disease. The collagen that our bodies lack gives us all hyper-mobile joints and sagging, fragile skin. We bruise like peaches and can dislocate limbs and tear tendons getting out of bed if we're not concentrating. There is a reason that no-one in our team is older than seventeen and it’s not just because of the war.

      I take out my target with the railgun built into the armored vambrace on my Titan's left arm and watch as Jayla and Natalie tear through the Glendashi.

      Another impulse through the B'link reminds me of Johann and I search the stars for him and his new prototype.

      Johann can dream so much more than me. His brain is elastic enough, his sense of self-image so tenuous, that he can handle the new non-humanoid design, the one we've taken to call the Shiva. He kindles balls of twisted space-time in each of his four giant hands and hurls them at the Glendashi flit-ships.

      The tiny, alien craft—most of their mass hidden in hyperspace—have the inertia of dry leaves and jump around like hyper-kinetic butterflies. That doesn't stop Johann. His thunderbolts tear through them. Their hulls are crushed on the wave front of weaponized gravity and then pulled apart on the downslope with enough force to strip electrons from atoms.

      The battle is swift and decisive. Our carrier inserted us at high-v halfway along a three dimensional parabola that carried them into safety on the dark side of the gas giant. By the time it comes back around, the battle is over and we are jostling for priority docks and resupply: all except Johann.

      He stays out there silhouetted against the swirling clouds of the planet beyond, the four arms of his Titan raised at the quiet center of an expanding shell of hard radiation and ship fragments.
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      The simulator is tearing me apart.

      They call the latest frame the Octopus, although it’s really more like an eight-legged sea star: all legs and no mantle.

      Johann aces his test flight. Even Nat manages pretty well, handling the gross motor functions with ease and even scoring a few hits on a simulated jelly flit-ship. When they plug me in it feels like I’m being ripped in two down the middle of each limb. I still have enough proprioception to know that I should be feeling four limbs not eight. I am screaming when they bring me out.

      Nat comes to see me in the recovery suite. She tells me that I will still be allowed to pilot my old Titan. She tells me how she is moving up to an Octo' for the next mission and how even Jayla and Cormac will be piloting Shivas. They will need to dilute the B'link so that the shared sensations of my teammates will not trigger another existential fit, but I can still be useful.

      The news saddens and scares me. I don't want to be cut off from the others.

      I ask Nat how she does it. When I am in my Titan I still feel human: bigger, stronger, but still me. How does she give herself up to become something else without losing herself?

      Nat thinks for several seconds as if the thought had never occurred to her. She says that all her life she had wanted to be something more than she was. Her concerned smile drops a notch and freezes as if afraid of falling still further. It becomes something worn, like a Titan. "Sometimes it's easier not to be human," she says.
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      We are at the first Glendashi world and Johann is out of control. The planet is huge but low in density like a giant marble carved from pumice. It is warm and almost completely covered by shallow seas, the continents no more than marshes and wetlands favored by the gelatinous, amphibian Glendashi.

      The orbital shipyard we were sent to destroy traces a punctuated line of white-hot fragments across the planet as it falls through the atmosphere. Hundreds of flit ships rain down like burning leaves.

      Johann doesn’t care. He follows the burning debris down through the atmosphere and falls on the first city he finds.

      The city looks to be spun from glass and lays half in and half out of the water like fairytale ruins exposed by the tide.

      The others follow him down. I can feel his hatred through the B'link. The others are feeling this too in their upgraded Titans with upgraded B'links. I catch the edges of it but my old Titan can't fully mesh with Johann's. I am glad.

      I dip into his mind for a moment and taste bile and blood. I see Johann's home colony smashed by a Glendashi attack: everyone caught outside a shelter drifting cold and dead. I feel the loss of his family as if it was my own and I watch the dead jellies bob in the boiling sea and I am scared how good it feels.
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      The bar feels like its crushing my chest, but pushing it up only transfers the pain to my hands.

       We are supposed to be exercising. EDS is no joke. Our ligaments are weak enough without the prolonged immobility of piloting our Titans. If we don’t exercise regularly and carefully we run the risk of becoming bedridden.

      Johann chooses not to sully himself with effort. He sits at one of the machines, hands draped casually over the handles, feet dangling above the deck. The machine is built to test the limits of the Marines sharing the carrier with us in the weeks between deployments. It dwarfs Johann. He looks frail and his hair is crusted with dried shock-gel where he has toweled off but not showered. He looks pathetic and yet carries himself with the confidence of a drill sergeant. Around him the heavy affair of cams and resistance bands stands idle.

      Soon, as the human cog at the center of a still vaster machine he will make a different choice. He will act and so will I, and I feel myself wince as if in anticipation of a blow.

      Nat and Cormac talk about what they will do after the war. They are convinced that they will survive and that they will be handsomely rewarded for their service. They bat ideas back and forth. Nat will buy a beach bar and spend her days swimming and her nights chatting with her customers. Cormac promises to be a regular. He will drink with her at night and sit on the beach during the day and illustrate old children’s books, adding his vision to the texts he loved as a child.

      Jayla says she'll pop by, but she has greater aspirations. Scion of a proud military family that traces its record back to Tuskegee, she expects her service with the Titans will land her a top role at Fleet Command.

      Nat asks Johann what he will do after the war. He says that there will be no ‘after’. He talks of cubic light years of Glendashi territory that will need to be occupied and system-wide purges that can be counted only in Giga-deaths. He seems quite at home with a tally of deaths that would make most people reel, but I am only thinking about one.

      I see my mother again through Plexiglas. She is too close to the shuttle’s exhaust. She will be killed when it lifts off. She knows this and chooses it above frozen suffocation.

      I want to argue with Johann, to tell him that there is something worse than war. War is more than just violence. It is an enforcement of morality not its abrogation. We must remain human even in the middle of the most terrible conflict, perhaps there more than anywhere. To do less would be an even greater surrender than mere death.

      But my past self has not yet learned this lesson and so I grunt and bruise my hands against the bar while Nat and Jayla and Cormac fall silent as songbirds at nightfall.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We are deep into enemy space now. Any military resistance has crumbled. Those with ships are in flight before us.

      Most of the squadron are in Octos now and Johann has gone completely post-human. He exists as a network of over five hundred weapon and sensory nodes linked by connective struts to form a mobile, three-dimensional net. He is over a kilometer long now, although most of him is empty space. He is a wireframe model of a giant amoeba or weaponized Hoberman sphere. Even when he hunkers down to a cube of stacked spheres he can no longer fit inside the carrier's docking bay. He prowls outside like a hunting dog too old and mean to be let in the house.

      I can't begin to comprehend how it feels to be that thing: what he sees, how he moves. What must it feel like to emerge every few weeks, a weak, naked shivering thing, slippery with shock gel. A newborn with memories of godhood. No wonder he returns as soon as he can. No wonder he prefers his new form. Only I am left riding the old, humanoid Titan.

      My first generation B’link can only grasp the edges of him, those parts of him that still shared a recognizable sensorium, dry data on velocity and location for the most part. I know where he is but I am no longer sure what he is. Even looking back now with my new eyes I struggle to make sense of him. He is too big, I can only catch fragments of him, the primal core all hot emotions and cold logic. The most human part of him now is his hate. The others still have human days when they are disgorged like something spat out. They eat (mechanically) and sleep (fitfully) before the next mission. Johann is beyond such things.

      We reach the Glendashi home-world. All that are left are the jelly equivalent of civilians. Johann doesn't care. He boils the seas around their cities. He bores holes into their planet's crust and buries whole coastlines under fresh, volcanic chains. He shakes the earth and the heavens with gravity waves. He crumbles their moons and pitches the fragments down on them. It is Armageddon.

      Not content with witnessing his handiwork from orbit, he lands and stalks the shores of the boiling sea like a beast, venting his spite on the survivors.

      I watch the memories of that day through my own eyes as I follow him.

      I see a building of no tactical importance and no defensive capability.

      I see small jellies cowering behind bigger ones. Are they soldiers? Parents?

      I see flammables and volatiles.

      Johann sees it too.

      When Johann’s plasma rains down it strikes my Titan across the back. I am on all fours straddling the building, my body a bridge arcing above it.

      My Titan screams at me. It dumps damage reports into my brain. They are superseded before I can act on them, overwritten in an escalating cascade of machine panic that I guess is as close to pain as it will ever experience.

      I switch it off.

      I call out to Johann through the B'link. I know he can hear me. But he doesn’t stop.

      Ablative armor sloughs off my Titan, clogging the joints of its hips and knees with molten slag. It will never move out of the way now, not even if I wanted it too.

      It is time to wake up.

      I dump the shock gel. It drains away and my bare feet touch the inner surface of my metal womb. It is already hot and I hear my skin sizzle and my brain has a split second to wonder at the novelty of hearing my own flesh cooking. Then the pain hits me: first the kind that makes you angry, then the kind that makes you scared.

      I want to flee. I can move anywhere within these memories. I can rewind time. I want the mess hall and the spilt juice. I want to see my mother's face again.

      But I stay. This is important.

      The inspection plate is cooler. It hardly burns me at all as I tear it open. The B'link is still attached to the port at the back of my skull and is bombarding me with technical schematics, repair priorities and—in a worrying new development—emergency medical advice. I ignore it and rack my artificially expanded memory for the details of the B'link itself.

      The air around me is hot and noxious as my surroundings start to break down in the heat from Johann's assault. The bundles of hair-thin fiber optics inside the inspection panel are soft and pliable and on the verge of melting. I am clumsy and thick-witted from pain and I double up every few seconds to cough out half of every burning breath that I can force myself to take, but eventually I do it.

      The link is complete and I pour myself into it. I am fully part of the team again. I know that Johann could hear me, but now he can feel what I feel. Now he can taste my fear and pain and remember what it is like to be at the mercy of someone who has none. Now he knows what it is like for the civilians cowering under my Titan. Now he remembers the hate of a victim for its oppressor.

      I try and reach him through the B’link, and for a moment I am there with him, clinging to the edges of sanity as I struggle to comprehend the alien sensory input served up by the thing he has become, but there is very little in his mind that I recognize as human. I feel the heat from the burning city as I absorb its energy. I feel the spikes and ripples of space-time like a spider senses the thrumming of its web. My vision is smeared in all directions at once as if across the inside of a giant spherical viewscreen. I can see everything. I can see myself.

      I look down into the melted Titan below with a suite of new senses I can barely comprehend. The others are there too: Nat and Jayla and Cormac. For a moment, linked by the B'link, we see through Johann's eyes and my own. We are all Johann. We are all me. We are aggressor and victim, savior and destroyer and we are horrified both by this remaining cinder of myself and the actions that had brought us to this point.

      I cannot stand being Johann for more than a couple of seconds and even though I know the body I am returning to is on the verge of death I let it reclaim me.

      I try to move and the floor feels tacky as my skin adheres to the scalding metal, but the pain is gone. Below me the sluice gate that drained the shock gel is open to atmosphere. The Titan is dead around me and the only light in the chamber shines up through the opening. It gets bigger.
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      I am court-marshalled posthumously. 

      The part of me that remains, the copy captured by the B'link and broadcast to the other Titans, watches through a feed provided by Johann.

      Johann gives testimony but neglects to inform the court that their defendant lives on inside the B'link, bouncing between the circuits of the remaining Titans, moving ghostlike through our shared memories.

      Although convicted, the powers that be can find no way to punish me and so they content themselves with dishonoring my memory: striking me from the rolls and denying a military burial of my charred remains. I don’t mind too much.

      I worry briefly for Johann. After my death he called off the attack and retrieved my body and what remained of my Titan. He never fires on a civilian target again. This is a cause for some consternation amongst the higher ranks but there is little they can do. They can live without one treasonous pilot and his obsolete Titan. But we are a rare breed and although they could do without me, they could not afford to lose Johann and the others.

      Johann is given a slap on the wrist and the team is broken up and spread out, each Titan at the spearhead of a more conventional battlegroup, each charged with defending their section of the border. They will be the watchers on the walls and I will be with them.

      This started out as a just war and I helped to make sure it ended the same way. I will be there with Johann and Nat and Cormac and Jayla. I will remain as a human cog in the war machine to remind them of the day we saved humanity: not everyone, just our own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Richard Johnson is an award-winning short story writer having won the Gold Award at Writers of the Future in 2011 and the Jim Baen Memorial Award in 2012. He lives in Melbourne, Australia with his wife and two young sons where he works as a structural engineer. His short fiction has also appeared in the SNAFU series of military horror anthologies and his novel Asura is available from Amazon.

      
        
        http://www.rpljohnson.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            VI

          

          
            Remora Immortal

          

          By Lawrence M. Schoen

        

      

    

    
      One man will die, over and over, as he strives to save an entire planet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Remora Immortal

          

        

      

    

    
      Un-utilized protein strands dripped from his hairless body as he rose up, knees bending and flexing for the first time. Gooseflesh rippled down both arms in response to the chill air. A low hum sounded and his head jerked reflexively, trying to locate the source. The movement triggered programmed memories that assured him it was only the ship’s systems powering up in preparation for his need.

      Ship. I’m on a ship.

      Scattered other snippets of data tumbled into his awareness, speeding his quickening. His hands moved to the lip of the resurrection vat and hardwired muscle memory allowed him to lift his body free of the waist-high fluid and vault onto the deck, precisely onto the grating as he’d done a hundred times and never before.

      My ship.

      The soles of his feet were tender and callus-free, vulnerable. That was… significant, but not important. He knew that, but didn’t know how he knew. His tongue worked a clockwise circle inside his mouth, exploring the front of his teeth, then repeated the action in the other direction. He swallowed, another first. The world was new, he was new, but also old. The awareness that he’d done all of this trickled through him, denying but not impacting the novelty.

      Some part of him had taken over sorting all the sensations impinging on him. The room was dimly lit, the fluid in the vat had been hot, his mouth tasted of cinnamon and he had no idea why. Jets of warm air rose up, dried him, then ceased, but not before leaving a faint scent of vanilla. A blue-green light blinked on the wall to his left, the color easiest for newborn eyes to detect, and another bit of pre-programming caused him to reach for a grey pico-fiber jumpsuit that had been extruded below that light three seconds earlier. He put it on, the movements of dressing himself smooth and well-rehearsed. He slid into boots the wall had just finished printing.

      A sound drew his attention back to the vat as a lid closed automatically over it. Another sound turned him back around, the whoosh of a door irising open in what had been part of the wall to his right. The light on the other side of that opening was brighter and inviting. He stepped through.

      Bridge.

      The word surged up from memory, bringing patterns and behaviors. He sat at command, the first time this body had ever sat anywhere, and keyed in authorizations and codes he hadn’t known he’d known, calling up the last mission. The mission that had not been completed, else he wouldn’t be here now. The mission that had caused his death. Maybe. He wasn’t certain, all the pieces of knowledge that defined a person had only begun to tumble into place. He needed time, he’d done this before. His memory back-up reached only as far as the last time he’d left the ship. Whatever came after, how and why he’d died, he’d have to figure out as he went forward.
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      A hand printed sign affixed above his command board: DEPARTMENT OF REDUNDANCY DEPARTMENT. It was a weak joke at best, but seeing it brought a smile to his lips and caused more memories to trickle in. The mission involved Tutankhamen, a vessel of the Re-Earther armada, a lone ship that had recently located one of the planets colonized during the Great Diaspora a thousand years before. In classic Re-Earther procedure they’d sent out a messenger buoy to report their find and its location. Protocol required Tut to orbit the planet, survey it, and determine if it was a candidate for re-earthing. At which point a second message buoy would go out, summoning a portion of the fleet to show up and aid in reshaping the world into a replica of Old Earth. Even with the power of a dozen massive starships the process would probably take a century. Terraforming on a global scale was just the beginning. Continents would rise, coastlines would need to be reshaped, atmospheric balance tweaked, indigenous flora and fauna eliminated and replaced. As for the descendants of the colonists who’d made it their home for a thousand years, they were simply out of luck. A new population of Re-Earthers would be imported once the world was remade in the image of humanity’s distant home across time and space, as God intended.

      Or so the Re-Earthers preached.

      He was there to interfere with the discovering ship’s survey. It wasn’t enough to ensure they found the planet unsuitable for re-earthing. Such a verdict would still doom the current population. Sapient beings couldn’t be allowed to live on a world that didn’t fit the image of Old Earth. Moreover, any planet that might tempt sinful individuals to do so had to be eradicated from the galaxy. His purpose was to make sure that didn’t happen, preferably by suborning the ship and turning those resources over to the loose affiliation of rebels opposing the Re-Earthers, or, failing that, maroon Tutankhamen's crew on the planet they currently orbited and give them a second chance at a better life. The only other way to guarantee the survival of the people now living on the planet below was to kill everyone on the ship. He’d done it before, other worlds other ships, but he hoped the current mission wouldn’t require it. Every time, he’d hoped it.

      Along with the details of his mission and its context, his name returned to him, a key that in turn unlocked a flood of different kinds of memories: semantic, episodic, intentional. He had knowledge, experience, and goals. Kavith, son of Visvadinu, born in Galle, Sri Lanka in the last days of Old Earth, before the island nation had sunk into the ocean, before the rise of the Re-Earther movement, before he’d learned how to live and die and live again. Kavith, his name in Sinhala meant poet. As a child, bullies had tormented him because of that name. When he’d grown big enough, fast enough, he’d lash out at the slightest provocation, stupidly taking on four or five of them at once. He’d pummel away at them, screaming crude, ill-formed verses until they would overpower him and beat him. Even then he’d flail and kick and bite, desperate to do them some real damage in return. And on those rare occasions when he’d score a lucky blow, pop one of them in the eye or drive a knee into someone’s groin, the payback would ratchet higher still and not end until he’d lost consciousness. Inevitably, he’d awaken hours later in his grandfather’s home, bruised, sometimes broken. With a poet’s hindsight he looked back on those times as his first resurrections. Metaphorically at least.

      No one still living knew him by that name. Few people knew him at all. But many knew of him, conflating his identity with the code name of his ship. Remora. The small, lone individual who survived by fastening himself unseen to a much larger apex predator. Even now, his tiny one-man resurrection craft was moored inside the collar of one of Tutankhamen's gigantic exhaust ports. There were three such ports, one for each of the colossal gimbal-mounted ion drives that propelled the ship in real space. They required no maintenance and thus the Re-Earther ship’s crew never had cause to monitor them. It made for an ideal place for the Kavith to park his ship and set up a base of operations for the current mission.

      Tutankhamen had sent out its first message buoy some three years ago. He’d received it and fed the coordinates into his own vessel’s navigation computer, and arrived a year later at the edge of the solar system. Remora had spent most of another year rendezvousing with the Re-Earther ship, crafting a lazy and passive trajectory that disguised him as a wandering asteroid that would eventually pass close to the colonized world Tutankhamen orbited. Only then, after months of being innocuously observed and dismissed, at the optimum time, he’d actively positioned his ship inside the collar of one of the Re-Earther’s drive thrusters and begun his mission.

      The log showed he’d infiltrated that ship eight times. It was a sobering, but necessary fact to realize this was the ninth body that he was preparing to smuggle on board again, which in turn meant he had already failed repeatedly, had in fact died eight times since reaching the Tutankhamen. He glanced again at the sign in front of him and wondered if redundancy was a metaphor.
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      Since leaving old earth. Kavith had stopped Re-Earther vessels from reshaping eighty-seven worlds. With eighty-two of them he’d managed to relocate the crews to the worlds they’d planned to destroy. Usually the existing populations of those diasporic worlds welcomed the former crew members, a fair price for their reprieve. They made places for the Re-Earthers in their communities, offered them free education and vocational training and a chance to start new lives. Usually, but not always. On a few of those worlds the people had been less forgiving and the Re-Earthers had been brutalized or enslaved or in one particularly heinous case harvested for their organs to the greater good of the residents. Kavith didn’t have to agree with those decisions; they’d not been his to make. All he had done was empower others with their freedom to choose. He didn’t have to like their choices.

      With five of the Re-Earther vessels resettlement hadn’t been possible. None of Kavith’s options had worked, and with each failure, with each cycle of death and resurrection, his frustration and desperation had grown. Patterns emerged, and out of necessity he developed protocols lest he give in to despair and lose sight of his purpose. If necessary, he would sacrifice an entire Re-Earther’s crew. Over the centuries he added to his repertoire of techniques and options, perfecting nonlethal choices: Persuasive arguments, philosophical debates, even flat out bribes. Depending on his audience he could be charming, compelling, domineering. Eighty-two times out of eighty-seven he’d succeeded, rarely on his first attempt, but by the ninth, and if he had to die before completing the mission, well, that was to his advantage. Death was a small cost if it allowed him to find a non violent solution. But for five missions he’d had to board a Re-Earther ship a tenth time and invoke protocol. After nine resurrections, he had set aside other methods and simply and systematically killed each and every person onboard. He’d done so five times, wiping away twenty-five thousand lives.

      Kavith tried not to think about it, because doing so only led to rationalization, reducing human lives to numbers. The amount of blood on his hands surpassed any tally, even when held up alongside the hundreds of billions of lives he’d saved across eighty-seven worlds. In the end it wasn’t a numbers game. He couldn’t simply justify all that death by balancing it against all that life. Moral questions, didn’t lend themselves to reason. For each of those five occasions he had done what he had to do. Then, in the dark hours of the endless night of space, Remora left each lifeless Re-Earther vessel and sought out the next one.

      During the years of travel in between, Kavith invoked the birthright of his name and composed poems, memorializing the people he had killed, one poem for each. The words didn’t wipe away the stain of blood on his hands, but it ensured that some small piece of each of his victims lived on.

      He released them in message buoys, dropping them off in star systems where the Re-Earthers had already reshaped their worlds. The buoys transmitted the volumes of his poems, broadcasting the memorials he’d composed, detailing the lives he’d taken. That was also part of his penance, on the off chance that some friend or relative of one of the deceased might read or hear his poems and recognized a loved one. He’d been doing so for hundreds of years. Whether it actually brought solace to anyone he couldn’t say, though he’d like to think so.

      The poems had had an unanticipated effect. They spread his notoriety among the Re-Earthers. They knew there was a tiny ship out there that had defeated much greater vessels of the armada and they knew its name: Remora. Then, as happens when one lives beyond a normal mortal span, the stories grew. In whispered tales Re-Earthers conflated the ship with the assassin. The legends began and with them, fear.
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      When the Re-Earther movement had left Old Earth on their holy mission, their technology had begun to stagnate; their research and development had narrowed to a single purpose, one which they had convinced themselves had been ordained by God. It was nonetheless very impressive technology. None of the scientists or engineers on any of the worlds of the Great Diaspora had developed the means to reshape continents or replace a planet’s entire biosphere in their goal of recreating the world of their origins, over and over again. Lacking the single mindedness of the Re-Earthers, the innovators of the diasporic colonies had instead created new technologies. Some of that had even begun on Old Earth. Kavith’s own resurrection vat had been a prototype of one such effort.

      Many of the colonies had developed marvels that far outstripped the accomplishments of the Re-Earthers, curing diseases and unraveling scientific mysteries, but none of it had involved the technologies of ships or weaponry. The galaxy was vast and there were many worlds available for humanity to claim. They hadn’t imagined there would be any conflict. Even after all this time, Kavith couldn’t decide if that attitude was idealism or naiveté. Either way, most of the colonies had sufficient technology and materials science that let them take command of a liberated vessel once he’d dealt with its crew and left it for the local government to claim.

      Sitting at command, he completed his review of the current mission and his eight previous attempts on board Tutankhamen. He’d come out of the resurrection vat less than an hour ago, and already mind and body had been restored to normal. His memories had all returned, at least as recent as the backup he’d made before leaving the ship and his eighth attempt. Along with his memory, his personality had likewise slid into place and brought him a better appreciation of the snark behind the redundancy sign on his control board. He took it down, pushing aside the thought that everything he did and was had happened before and would again, including recreating the sign in some future iteration, and also removing it.

      With the cognitive portion of his resurrection finally complete, Kavith knew who he was, his likes and dislikes, and as if to acknowledge this, his stomach growled, a low mournful sound as if he’d never eaten before, which of course he hadn’t. Kavith’s fingers danced over the console sending instructions to the nearby food dispenser. At its heart the technology wasn’t all that different from his resurrection vat, albeit the latter was orders of magnitude more complex. In both cases the technology made use of pre-programmed settings to combine amino acids and other organic compounds into ever more elaborate molecules. In the span of forty-five days the resurrection vat could recreate his body, fit and toned as it had been on his twenty-seventh birthday, complete with all the knowledge and experience acquired over the past thousand years. By comparison, the food dispenser only needed two minutes to assemble a fully cooked breakfast of scrambled eggs, hash brown potatoes, crumbled sausage, and shredded cheese. His world wasn’t all redundancy, there was a large dollop of relativity there too.

      A faint beep indicated his meal was ready and he removed the bowl and spork which the device had also created. He began eating even as he keyed another instruction for the dispenser. He was on the second mouthful of his scramble bowl when he pulled a steaming mug of coffee from the dispenser. He savored the aroma for a moment and took this body’s first sip. There were certainly worse addictions to have, though during the course of a mission Kavith didn’t live long enough in the same body to actually develop a caffeine habit. After eighty-seven missions, he averaged five attempts to take a ship. He’d already made eight, drawing on some of the most successful strategies he’d employed, which was another way of saying he’d already died eight times trying to take the Tutankhamen. With that in mind, he entered his eighth choice into the log, ignoring the statistics of past efforts and choosing to focus on that most basic motivator of human behavior. Food.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Docking with Tutankhamen had been tricky. The Re-Earther ship used its ion drive to maintain orbit. Kavith had needed to approach from an acute angle, switching to a hard ninety degrees as Remora slipped into the collar to avoid the ion stream. It was an insanely dangerous maneuver and not the sort of thing you could practice safely. But he had done it many times and made it look easy, not that there was anyone there to see.

      Although the crews of ships like the Tut did not perform routine maintenance on the gimbals of their ion drives while they were in use, the collars of all three ion thrusters did contain a pair of maintenance access ways, and these provided Kavith with entrance to the ship. Memory of shipboard schematics guided him as he pulled a smartsuit on over his jumpsuit. It would shield him from vacuum and unwanted energies, temperature extremes and ballistic weapons, and any other hazards he might experience as he made his way along the inner wall of the collar.

      The access hatch opened onto a small airlock. He stepped within and rather than activate the lock, he pulled the control panel off the inner wall and tinkered with its innards. If at all possible he preferred not to alert the ship that he had boarded by having a telltale display going off somewhere on the bridge, announcing that an obscure maintenance airlock had been used. A quick look at the control panel’s guts revealed hash marks that he’d hacked it several times before. His previous handiwork overrode the airlock’s inner door without sending a signal. He closed the outer door to the collar, repressurized the lock, and opened the inner hatch.

      He stepped through into a small locker room, a trio of empty smartsuits hung on pegs, simplified versions of his own, more than capable of protecting a repair crew from the environment of the collar. Kavith removed his own smartsuit and stuffed it in a closet, trading its protections for greater anonymity. A stranger wandering the corridors of Tutankhamen in a smartsuit would draw immediate reaction. A stranger in an unfamiliar jumpsuit, not so much. Even so, it wouldn’t hurt to find more ship-appropriate attire sooner than later.

      From the locker room he stepped into a machine shop, presumably the place where materials necessary for gimbal repair could be manufactured. It was empty of personnel, which was consistent with the lack of gimbal maintenance. If the room had seen any activity since the ship had arrived in orbit it was probably limited to routine cleaning performed by a bot. Exiting the machine shop Kavith moved into a corridor. From the ship’s schematics he knew that the residences spinning off in both directions were set aside for members of one engineering team or another. He turned right, skipped past several doors, and then applied his attention to a random crew member’s quarters. The door was understandably locked, but even on a Re-Earther ship locks tended to only keep honest people out. He wasn’t so honest, he was a man with a mission. The simple electronic lock quickly gave way to a sonic key from his jumpsuit’s tool belt. Once inside he immediately went to the wardrobe. He’d gotten lucky, the quarters belonged to a mid-level officer in the engineering corps, male, and apparently nearly his own size. Kavith swapped out his jumpsuit for one of the available uniforms but kept his tool belt, hiding it below the hem of the uniform shirt, which current Re-Earther fashions dictated be worn loose rather than tucked in. His disguise complete, he activated another gadget from his belt, a low level distortion field that would fuzz any surveillance gear he might encounter.

      Back in the corridor he followed his internal map to the nearest mess, but ignored the entrance and continued beyond it, arriving at the much less frequently accessed entry to one of Tutankhamen's kitchens. Several dozen crew were present, all industriously attending to their duties of loading the raw materials into the industrial-sized food dispensers or filling bins and trays with the completed outputs of a wide range of foodstuffs. They moved with precision and focus, none so much as looking up to note his arrival.

      Since humanity’s first recorded history one thing hadn’t changed: a military traveled on its stomach. The men and the men and women assigned to food production understood that simple truth and took pride in their contribution to keeping the Tut running smoothly. Kavith’s current strategy depended on that. He worked his way around the perimeter of the room, giving all of the personnel plenty of space until he reached the door to the office of the officer in charge of this kitchen and its adjacent mess. He let himself in and closed the door behind him. The room was snug and according to ship schematics had begun life as a storage room before its transformation. It held only two chairs and a simple desk with a name plate: Lt. Baker. A chron hung on the wall behind the desk, where the office’s owner sat. She was on the young side of middle age, blond hair cut short. She was engrossed in studying an inset display panel. It could have been staff schedules, or meal rotations, or nutritional information, or the breakdown of attributes and odds for illicit cockroach races. Kavith didn’t care enough to look closely.

      “You’re early Gonzaga,” she said without looking up. “I told you I’d review the requisitions at the top of the hour and not to disturb me until then. Unless you want to spend the next shift in hydroponics peeling potatoes for the Command staff’s dinner, I suggest you leave and come back at the correct time.”

      “Peeling potatoes is underrated,” said Kavith. “With the proper attitude it can be a meditative study. Alas, Lieutenant, I am not Gonzaga, but the good news is he didn’t interrupt you.”

      She looked up, eyes wide with apparent recognition and shock. “You? Again? But… you’re dead.”

      “Am I?” Kavith made a brief show of patting his hands along each arm and up and down his torso. “Forgive me, I feel quite alive.”

      The lieutenant shook her head even as she stood and stepped back, retreating little more than a step until she stood against the wall. “No,” she said, “you were fully dead. The Captain himself required me to look at your corpse in the morgue and confirm. You’re the same individual that approached me earlier.”

      Kavith considered this, reflecting on the duration required by the resurrection vat to create a new body and restore his most recent memory back-up to it once his previous incarnation missed a scheduled check in. “That would have been what, about forty-five days ago?”

      Lieutenant Baker nodded.

      “Refresh my memory,” he said. “Where did we leave things after our last conversation?”

      “The situation hasn’t changed,” she said. “While I may personally deplore certain policies, this ship intends to execute—”

      “Good word, execute,” he interrupted.

      She ignored the interruption. “There’s nothing I can do to deter it.”

      “So no courage of your convictions then?”

      “Any action I might take would have no effect, other than to place me under scrutiny, draw more attention to others like me, and set off a series of re-education trainings. Random surveillance, on the assumption that I was just one member of a traitorous cell. A lot of innocent people would be hurt. Professionally, likely physically, and nothing would change.”

      “Is that how you justify your silence?”

      Her lips tightened and she glared back at him. “Easy for you to say, whoever you are, stealing aboard a ship, stirring up trouble and fomenting revolution. And then what? You’ll somehow fake your death and slip away as quietly as you arrived, unaffected by the chaos you leave in your wake?”

      “I promise you, I never fake my death. But surely you’ve heard of me.” He smiled as her angry expression gave way to one of confusion. Lips parting, eyebrows rising.

      “Heard of you?”

      “Most people have,” he said. “Stories. Legends. If not, me personally, then my ship.”

      “Your… ship?”

      “It’s called Remora,” he said, and watched as her jaw dropped with realization. A moment later, she had stumbled her way back to her desk chair and fell into it.

      “That’s impossible,” she said. “You’d be over a thousand years old, and even our best rejuvenation treatments rarely take anyone past their second century. You look like you’re in your late 20s.”

      “That’s true,” he said, “but it’s also true that I am who I say I am. I’ve been fighting this battle for a long time and I’ve had quite a few successes. Unfortunately, you Re-Earthers have many, many ships. There’s only so much that one man can do against your armada, but that never seemed sufficient reason for me to quit. Apparently I neglected to reveal my identity last time we spoke. Does that new information alter your decision?

      Kavith paused. According to the mission log he’d reviewed before leaving Remora, his previous attempt would have involved speaking with Tutankhamen's Provost. Vessels of the Re-Earther armada typically hosted a compliment of three thousand, and could be in space for a decade or two without encountering another ship or putting into a station. Accordingly, they maintained educational options for the ship’s children, recertification of specialists, and personal development for those so inclined. Many officers and senior crew received reduced duty assignments in exchange for teaching needed courses. Others switched to full time academia as they aged out of military service. Simple retirement was not an option. The ship’s Provost had the responsibility of coordinating all the instructors and managing the complex curriculum offered each term. On multiple past missions, Kavith had found the ship’s Provost to be the crew member most enlightened and open to reason. In one instance, he had been the focal point of growing unrest with the official Re-Earther credo. Apparently, that approach had not worked on Tutankhamen, which was fine, but it didn’t explain why the food service officer in front of him recognized him or had been called in to identify his corpse. Unless…

      “What do you teach?”

      “Nutrition,” she replied. “And advanced accounting. It’s a useful skill in several departments onboard the ship. In my case it also means I’m a temporary backup when the Provost is indisposed.

      That explains it.

      “And how is the Provost doing now?”

      “Much better. Her fever broke a couple weeks ago and the respiratory infection along with it. She’s still weak, but she was able to return to partial duty a week ago.”

      “Maybe I should be talking to her then.”

      The food service officer said nothing for a moment. Her face squinching up in a puzzled expression. “You did that,” she said. “I took you to her because the arguments you made to me, well, they weren’t something I could respond to in my acting capacity. You don’t remember?”

      He shook his head. “It’s a rare thing that I remember my own death.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “It all happened so fast. There wasn’t anything I could do. The Provost had a bad reaction to the meds she was taking. We only learned in hindsight that it had ramped up her paranoia. That’s the only explanation anyone could come up with for why she had a pistol hidden in her bunk.”

      “She shot me,” said Kavith.

      The officer nodded. “And now that she’s on the mend and back in her office, the Provost doesn’t seem to remember any of it.”

      Kavith appreciated the irony of memory loss. “So what happened?”

      “The Captain ordered a full investigation, once he realized the body didn’t belong to a member of the crew. We were all sworn to secrecy. Well, except for the Provost, because, like I said, she just didn’t remember, so no hardship there”

      “And for you,” said Kavith, “a different kind of hardship?”

      “I’ve been wrestling with the things you said, the futility of the Re-Earther belief system. The hubris of remaking worlds. The pointless waste of eliminating entire populations settled in place centuries before the Re-Earth movement even found them.”

      “Murder,” said Kavith. “Let’s avoid the use of synonyms and euphemisms. Your religion endorses murder on a planetary scale.”

      “They’re non-believers,” said Lt. Baker. “I’m not defending it. Honestly, I’ve never even thought about it before. I don’t think anyone on the ship has. It’s just the way things have always been. It’s part of what defines us and our purpose. We’re all working toward a holy goal in a service our Bishop once likened it to the creation of cathedrals. Millennia ago, elaborate houses of worship would take generations to complete, with most of the workers knowing they would never live to see it finished. But that didn’t diminish their efforts, or their zeal. They were doing God’s work.”

      “I’ve heard the argument before,” said Kavith. “Next you’ll tell me that the lives of every human being is sacred, but according to Re-Earther beliefs the people living on the colony worlds that get reshaped don’t qualify as human.”

      Lt. Baker bit her lip and nodded. “It’s just part of the dogma. I see that now. But keep in mind, no one onboard the ship has ever met anyone who wasn’t a Re-Earther. As far as I know, you’re the only colonist anyone here has seen, and that was only the Provost and myself.”

      “I’m not a colonist,” said Kavith. “I was born on Old Earth.”

      Lt. Baker just stared in shock.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “It’s like I said before, impossible. No one could be that old.”

      “And yet, depending on how you look at it, I’m less than a day old.”

      She nodded. “Because the Provost killed you?”

      “It didn’t take,” he said with a faint smile. “So you’ve been mulling over the things I said. What do you plan to do about it?”

      “What can I do? I’m not part of the command structure. I handle nutrition for the ship’s population, and I directly oversee the food production hardware in one kitchen out of the twelve we have. I understand why you wanted to convince the Provost. She influences everything we’re taught, and over time could surely have altered the beliefs of many of the crew. But I’m just responsible for food.”

      “You have more influence than you realize. Everyone eats.”

      She only shook her head.

      It was time to try another approach. Honesty. “Let me tell you something you may not realize. When I came on board seeking out your Provost and encountered you in your temporary capacity. That was not my first visit to Tutankhamen.”

      “It wasn’t?”

      “No, it was my eighth.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I’ve been doing this a long time. I have a number of different approaches. The same solution doesn’t work on every Re-Earther vessel. I allow myself nine different attempts.”

      “And you talking to me now, this is the ninth?”

      “It is,” he said.

      “How do you know when an attempt has failed?”

      “I die,” said Kavith. “Usually at the hand of whomever I’m trying to convince.”

      “You’re saying you’ve died eight times since first coming on board?”

      “That’s right. And if it happens a ninth time, I’ll have no choice but to escalate to my final option. A bio weapon will ensure there’ll be no need for an eleventh attempt.”

      Baker’s face lost all color. “What does that mean?”

      He saw in her eyes that she already knew the answer. He told her anyway, so that later. She couldn’t pretend she hadn’t understood.

      “Death,” he said, “for every individual on board Tutankhamen.”

      The door of the closet-turned office opened and a short and stocky woman pushed into the room. Lt. Baker shot to her feet and snapped a salute. Kavith noted the insignia on the newcomer’s uniform and identified her as clergy. “You must be the Bishop,” he said.

      “And you are an infidel,” she replied and then turned her gaze to the food science officer. “And you, Lt. Baker, assuming you recant and submit to re-education immediately, you may avoid a charge of heresy.”

      “Yes, your Excellency.” And as if she had been set on fire, Baker bolted past him and out the door.

      The Bishop nodded to herself and moved to seat herself at the vacated desk.

      “You’ve been monitoring this office,” said Kavith.

      “Ever since our Provost killed you and we realized that the legendary Remora was attacking us. We have three of your corpses in our morgue. From what I’ve just heard, we’re apparently missing a few. That likely explains the handful of other crew who have gone missing this year. I assume you disposed of one another in your previous attempts to subvert this vessel.”

      “I honestly couldn’t tell you, though it seems likely.”

      “You speak so casually of slaughter. But then, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. I just overheard you threaten death for this entire ship.”

      Kavith shrugged. “Their sacrifice will save a billion people.”

      “Sacrifice? They wouldn’t be going willingly to their deaths. Would they even know that you’re killing them? You just chided Lt. Baker for euphemisms, so don’t call it sacrifice, it’s murder. And it certainly wouldn’t be the first time. You’re the Remora. I don’t understand how it’s possible that you can be reborn time and again. You claim to remember a childhood on Old Earth, and it is unconscionable to me that you have made yourself an enemy of the church and its holy mission for all those centuries. How many times have you had conversations like this, on how many ships? How frequently have you set yourself in the path of the righteous and prevented them from completing their service to the Lord.”

      Kavith sighed. He’d been close to turning the food science officer. She’d admitted she didn’t believe Re-Earther scripture and had simply grown up with it as a ubiquitous part of her life with no alternatives. Likely that was why the eavesdropping Bishop had chosen that moment to act.

      Except… it was all too pat. He’d slipped up on a previous attempt, or a single officer wouldn’t have been able to accumulate multiple corpses. They hadn’t figured out where his ship was, but they had found some way to detect his arrival. He glanced at the chron on the wall above the Bishop’s head. What had Baker said when he’d first entered? Chiding Gonzaga about showing up early for a meeting. It was ten minutes after the hour and that man was now late, if he’d ever been real at all.

      “This is all a set-up,” said Kavith.

      “Score one for the immortal Remora’’ said the Bishop. She pulled a pressure pistol from the desk drawer and shot him in the chest. He staggered backward, a blast of hyper-compressed air had torn into him and left a hole alongside his heart. Miraculously, the lingering energies of his recent resurrection were attempting to heal the wound. She fired two more times with the accuracy of a trained marksman.
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      Over the years, Kavtih’s protocols had acquired the weight of law for him. When he boarded each new Re-Earther vessel he’d selected a new plan from a growing list of strategies. Each time he slipped in through one of the unused maintenance airlocks he would move to a different level of the ship and target a different member of the crew. This cut down on the likelihood of anyone recognizing him if that current strategy failed and he died. He never devoted more than nine lives to the effort, remembering something about cats, some myth from Old Earth that he’d never quite gotten clear in his head. When he boarded a vessel for the tenth time he knew he’d hit a wall and further effort was pointless. Sometimes it was always easier to kill everyone than to change their minds or alter their philosophy.
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      He tossed his head back. clearing the level of fluid in the vat for the first time, eyes still squeezed shut as he inhaled great lungfuls of air, also for the first time. He planted his feet flat on the floor of the tank, straightened his bent knees and stood. The liquid responsible for his latest resurrection flowed off his skin. Opening his eyes he moved as if by instinct, grasping the edge of the vat and bolting free of it. Details of his past began trickling back to him. He remembered his name and his purpose. Minutes later, he was seated once more at the command chair of Remora’s tiny bridge, chowing down on a big bowl of porridge sweetened with honey and topped with what looked like crushed almonds and shredded coconut. He’d scrawled the words WELCOME TO DÉJÀ VU on a piece of paper and wedged affixed it above his board, a reminder for himself and his successor. He finished his first mug of coffee and started on a second by the time he finished reviewing the mission log, for Tutankhamen.

      He’d already failed nine times Nine attempts to infiltrate the Re-Earther ship and make contact with one or another person of authority and influence and persuade them to end their own mission of reshaping the world they orbited, a mission that necessitated the annihilation of every living thing there, not just the native flora and fauna but the half million human beings who called it home. Nine attempts at persuasion and education, argument and debate, had failed. Nine times he’d selected a strategy from a list of ninety-seven choices he’d developed over the centuries, but none had worked. The first time it had happened, centuries before, he had second guessed himself, and kept going through his list. Twenty attempts, fifty, until he had exhausted every strategy and even repeated a few. He’d grown into the job since then, and established his protocols. Nine attempts, and if it hadn’t happened, then it wasn’t going to happen. But it had to happen, for the sake of the planet below, which is why the strategy for the tenth attempt was fixed and unchanging. Final. And always successful.

      His fingers danced over the command console and sent new instructions to the food dispenser. Several times his screen prompted him to enter failsafe codes before processing his input. He wasn’t conjuring up breakfast this time. The codes transformed the usually benign food dispenser into a weapons factory, pushing the device to the edge of its capabilities. Creating porridge had taken less than a minute; the device needed thirty-six minutes to meticulously create the weapon he required and fill a fragile vial. In the end he had an airborne virus, one that was profoundly contagious and possessed a short incubation time. Within a day of releasing it on board Tutankhamen half the ship would be infected. By the end of the first week that number would grow to ninety percent and a third would have already died. After three weeks mortality would be above ninety-nine percent. In a population of three thousand the statistical models insisted there could be a handful of individuals with natural resistance, no more than one or two with an inherent immunity.

      Someone on board Tutankhamen might survive but the ship wouldn’t. Without a proper crew its systems would degrade and its orbit decay. Eventually, the vessel would plummet into the atmosphere. Instead of reshaping the world, Tutankhamen would be consumed by it.

      Well before that happened though, a new incarnation of Kavith would be safely aboard Remora and on his way in pursuit of another vessel of the armada. The virus would infect and kill him just like the crew, but unlike any of them, he would rise anew from Remora’s resurrection vat. Before he began yet another life and moved on to another mission, he’d tap into the data from Tutankhamen's personnel archives and learn all he could about the crew. Then he could begin composing his poems.
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      He hid his smartsuit in a locker, much as he imagined he’d probably done nine times before on Tutankhamen. Following the schematics he had in memory, he made his way to one of the ship’s secondary engineering sections, a facility dedicated to maintaining air quality and atmospheric control. It was the ideal place to release the virus. He could release it in any corridor and it would eventually accomplish his goal, but the speed of infection would be much greater from the engineering station where he could spread it throughout the ship all at once.

      He’d have to deal with three or four crew members on duty before he could gain access, but that wouldn’t present any real problem. He had a millennium of combat skills and training to draw on, and was at the peak of physical perfection. In comparison, the crew on duty would be bored from yet another day of mindlessly running system checks and maintaining the proper balance of gases in the air. The last thing they expected was an intruder. Kavith anticipated being able to dispatch the first two before either even realized what was happening. Within sixty seconds of entering he’d be introducing the virus to a convenient intake duct. The rest would be inevitable. He didn’t bother finding a crew member’s quarters to disguise himself in an appropriate uniform. Doing so would take longer than actually releasing the virus. His one concession was to take the narrow service access normally only used to repair critical systems rather than a more direct route to engineering. He was unlikely to encounter anyone in the service access, but could surely deal with a single startled crew member if he did.

      Kavith emerged back into a corridor near to the main door of the engineering subsection. A short stocky woman stood in front of the door. She noted his arrival and turned his way, a pressure rifle in her arms, a perfectly deadly weapon for use aboard a ship. She met his gaze and waited until he was close enough that she could speak without having to shout. Close enough for him to see the religious insignia on her uniform.

      “Remora, do you know me?”

      “I know your kind.”

      “We have spoken once before. I am Bishop Henson. I am responsible for the souls of the three thousand people onboard this ship, and ultimately for the billions that will be born on the world below once we have completed our holy work.”

      “If we’ve spoken before, you’ve no doubt spouted all your dogma at me already. Spare us both the repetition.”

      “I would spare you your immortal soul if I could, though you are not human. I will settle instead for saving the population of this vessel that you’ve come to destroy.”

      “I’m already immortal, at least in the only way that matters to me.” He held up his hand, displaying the vial he’d created. “Kill me. It will delay things but won’t change the outcome.”

      In the next instant, Kavith heard a shot. He’d meant what he’d said, but hadn’t honestly expected the Bishop to fire. But… he hadn’t been hit, had barely flinched in response to the sound, and he still held the vial.

      Bishop Henson, on the other hand, was falling to the floor of the corridor with a major portion of her head missing.

      A woman stood behind her holding a pistol. A blonde woman. A lieutenant somewhere on the young side of middle age. The way she stared at him suggested that, like the Bishop, she’d met him before.

      “Kavith, you don’t have to do this.”

      “Do you know me?”

      “I’m Lt. Baker. We’ve met twice before, but as I learned last time, you probably don’t recall.”

      “When was last time?”

      “Forty-five days ago.”

      “And the time before that?”

      “Another forty-five days.”

      “So my last two visits both took me to you.”

      “Your eighth and ninth visits. Yes. During your eighth visit I was acting as temporary back-up to the Provost.”

      “Why acting?”

      “The Provost had come down with a bug. You made your arguments to me but I didn’t have the authority to act on them. I took you to see her so you could make your case, but in her delirium she shot and killed you.”

      “Ouch.”

      “She recovered days later, but had no memory of the incident or anything you told her. I was debriefed and ship security assured me that was the end of things.”

      “And then I came back.”

      She nodded. “That second time we met you deliberately came to see me. It was just happenstance that I was standing in for the Provost on your previous visit.”

      “And why did I come to see you.”

      “I’m the ship’s nutrition officer. I’d already been won over here to your ideals, but I still lacked the ability to do anything about them. You wanted me to starve the crew, to shut down food production throughout the ship.”

      “Why didn’t you? It might even have worked.”

      “Not really, once maybe, but no longer. Two hundred years ago, a survivor of a previous ship that you turned reported the ploy. Since then, all vessels in the armada maintain back-up food production units in storage. They’re the first thing engineers train on now when being assigned to a ship. And there are multiple back-ups with all design specs. They’d be printing new units before I could finish destroying existing ones.”

      “So you didn’t even try.”

      “I never had the chance. Before I could even explain all this to you the Bishop arrived.”

      “Ah. And killed me?”

      “Yes. But I knew you’d be back. You’d already explained that it was your ninth attempt and that if I couldn’t starve the ship into compliance, the next time you came back you’d kill everyone.”

      “And you imagine that’s why I’m here now?”

      “I don’t have any doubt. It’s been forty-five days. I’ve thought about nothing else since the Bishop killed you.”

      “Then why are you here.”

      “You’re not a sadist. You’re just very efficient. I made a leap of faith and guessed that your bio weapon would be airborne, and this is the quickest place to disperse it. The Bishop must have worked out the same thing and gotten here first.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you killed her. Or why you’re now pointing your weapon at me. Do you intend to stop me?”

      “I hope to offer you an alternative.”

      “This is my tenth attempt. I’m out of alternatives.”

      “Please hear me out. Everyone doesn’t have to die.”

      “How do you propose to keep them alive.”

      “Scurvy.”

      He frowned at her “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s an ailment associated with malnutrition. A lack of vitamin C. A lot of mammals can manufacture it on their own, but humans don’t. We need to ingest it from other sources — fruits and vegetables mostly.”

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “Because it hasn’t been a problem in over a thousand years. Even on Old Earth, it’s ancient history. But back when humans first sailed between the continents, lack of access to foods with sufficient vitamin C invariably led to the deaths of the majority of the crew. Sometimes as much as ninety percent of them.”

      “So I assume this vitamin is built into the formulas programmed into the recipes for the foods you manufacture.”

      “It is, but it doesn’t have to be.”

      “Explain.”

      “I’m a nutritionist. I know what nutrients we need, and in what proportions. People like me programmed those recipes, created every item on the menu from basic organic compounds. Most people focus on the appearance of a meal — the shape, the color, the smell, the texture, the taste — and those are important. When people are served pot roast they want to see and taste pot roast. Morale suffers if you try to just serve them some flavor-impregnated, textured, artificial protein. So the Food Science Department has artists and programmers who tend to all those considerations. But it’s the nutritionist who makes sure that the food contains the things we need, for our bodies to maintain our health, to fight off illness, for children to grow strong. I know the sequences.”

      “And you can change that?”

      “I can. I know the patterns that ensure every vitamin and mineral component that manifests in every dish. More importantly, I can isolate the portion of code responsible for vitamin C, and once I do so I can erase it globally.”

      “If you can cut it out, what’s to prevent someone else reinstating it.”

      “Like I said before, all food production units are backed up. I’d have to deal with them one by one as they’re brought online. I’m prepared to do that while we wait for the effects of the active units to kick in. But all active units can be altered. I can remove the vitamin from every recipe of every unit with a single global command.”

      “What about the back-ups? You said there was no shortage of them in storage.”

      “There isn’t. And I know that because part of my office is a routine inspection of them. But while we wait for the effects of a lack of vitamin C to take hold, I’ll be performing those inspections. I’ll bring each unit online, presumably, to perform diagnostic checks. In fact though, I’ll be stripping them of their ability to manufacture vitamin C. In a little more than a month the entire crew will begin to feel the effects. Scurvy presents with a wide range of symptoms: malaise and lethargy at first. Crew will start complaining of fatigue, some will probably be accused of malingering. By three months they’ll begin to exhibit shortness of breath as well as bone and muscle pain.”

      “By that point surely the ship’s medical personnel will diagnose the problem.”

      “I doubt it. Nutritionists still learn about scurvy, but physicians don’t. And as the illness progresses, its victims will worsen. They’ll bruise easily, their gums will bleed, their teeth will loosen. Some will begin to undergo wild emotional shifts. And near the end, their limbs will swell with fluid. They’ll find it difficult to urinate. In time, the crew will experience both fever and convulsions. Eventually, as more and more of their body shuts down they’ll simply die.”

      “Are you expecting that such a range of symptoms will speed or delay the ship’s command staff figuring out that they’re under attack from within?”

      “It won’t matter. At worse, they’ll assume a defect in the working food production and replace them with back-up units. But those won’t help, I’ll already have doctored them.”

      “And then they start manufacturing new food production units?

      The lieutenant smiled at him and shrugged. “By then I’ll have long since made changes to the ship’s memory core that contains the programming for creating new units. They can manufacture all the replacement pieces they want, but none of them will produce vitamin C.”

      “It seems like a slow painful death for your crew. My method is faster.”

      “But no one has to die. The advantage of the time scurvy takes before it becomes truly deadly will allow Command time to consider their options, to realize that they can’t win, and to negotiate with the population of the planet below where they have the technology to dock with the Tutankhamen. They can transport our people downworld in shuttles. Once we’re planet-side the local diet will counteract the effects of the scurvy. Most everyone will recover.”

      “And if you’re Captain or your next Bishop would rather see everyone die from this disease?”

      “That could happen,” she said. “And if it does, then some people will die, but many more will live. Not everyone is willing to commit their lives to follow the Re-Earther credo when their own survival is on the line. Thousands will flock to the ship’s emergency pods and launch themselves at the planet below. We don’t all have to die.”

      “Even if I believed you,” said Kavith, “I’d be a fool to accept your word without proof.”

      “Look around the ship to find your proof.”

      “Do you mean—”

      “I didn’t want to wait to speak with you before implementing my plan. I began removing vitamin C from the working food production units thirty-four days ago. Not everyone is affected yet, and most of the symptoms are small still, but they’re there if you know what to look for.”

      “You’ve documented this?”

      “There’s already been a small uptick in the number of personnel seeking medical support. Productivity throughout the ship is likewise down. These trends will only expand over the next few weeks. Surely you can go away for a bit and give this time? Perhaps even contact the planet below, so they can prepare their shuttles.”

      “You’d have me wait?”

      “One way or another, in another two months’ time Tutankhamen will be abandoned. You can wait that long. Or you can act now, today, as you planned, and have the death of three thousand innocents on your conscience.”

      “Two months,” he said, and walked away. He traveled back into and through the service access, and in time back to Remora.

      Kavith disposed of the sign he’d left for his future self. He had no doubt that future resurrections were in his future but he could put aside déjà vu for a while. Instead, he put the time to good use, reviewing Remora’s automatic recordings of Armada communications and determining the location of his next mission. It would take him years to get there, but that was all right. With luck there’d be some new entertainment that he could download from Tut to distract himself. After all, he had nothing but time.

      He’d already sent a coded message to the various governments planet-side. They knew who he was, knew his reputation. That and his word were enough for them to believe. The death sentence that had hung overhead would be lifted in two months’ time. It wasn’t all that long to have to wait.

      Sitting in the command chair on Remora’s tiny bridge, he called up his list of ninety-seven strategies. He hadn’t added to it in centuries. He did so now. Number ninety-eight: Scurvy. He saved and closed the file.
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      {No sane person chooses to fly through a minefield. You know that, right?}

      Micah heard the caustic note in Cass’s mental voice and smothered a grin. He felt a ripple of amusement from the man seated to his left, but Rafe didn’t otherwise respond.

      The gunner behind him was only slightly more expressive. Dana snorted, the sound coming through clearly across the network the four of them shared, thanks to the evanescent wire implants embedded in their brains.

      {Not a minefield. It’s an asteroid field,} Micah responded, hands buried deep in Scimitar’s holographic console. His eyes strayed to the countdown—ten minutes before they cut the drives.

      {Po-tay-to, po-tah-to,} Cass retorted. That earned a muffled laugh from Dana.

      He waited a beat and, when no one said anything, shot a quick glance at the man in the pilot’s cradle. {Translation?} he asked.

      A faint smile traced Rafe’s face, but his eyes remained fixed, staring sightlessly into the distance, the way all pilots did when merged with their ships. {You know better than to ask me that, Lieutenant. Half the time, I have no idea what she’s saying.}

      Rafe’s cradle rocked slightly, assisted by a well-placed boot from the flight engineer’s station.

      {I heard that,} Cass accused.

      {Meant for you to,} Rafe replied.

      Micah turned back to his console to hide his smile. The two were always bickering like that. The captain knew exactly how to get a rise out of Cass, and she always took the bait.

      {You want a translation? Okay, I’ll give you one,} she shot back. {What else do you call an area of space littered with a gazillion tiny missiles, waiting to puncture your hull? You say asteroid field. I say minefield. Po-tay-to, po-tah-to.}

      Although he didn’t know what potatoes had to do with it, Micah had to admit Cass had a point. They’d purposely targeted the densest section of the asteroid belt for their translation to realspace.

      It was a maneuver no rational person would attempt, an insertion so exacting only an elite Shadow Recon pilot could pull it off. Fortunately, there were two of them aboard Scimitar.

      {This was Command’s idea, not mine,} Micah reminded her, {so don’t blame me.}

      {Hah. They may have come up with this plan, but it was you two crazy-ass pilots who agreed to it,} Cass countered, and then tacked on a belated, {sir,} as an afterthought.

      {It’s the best way to hide us, Chief,} Rafe’s mild voice cut in. {The brass was right. Those chunks of rock and ice out there are going to mask Scimitar’s reentry flare just fine.}

      The clock reached t-minus one minute, and the net fell silent as everyone prepped for translation. Micah deepened his connection with the ship and immediately felt Rafe’s sure hand on the controls.

      Micah’s role this mission was to fly right seat, and that meant he had command of the defense and recon drones. He was also Rafe’s backup, in case things went sideways.

      Not that the man needed any assistance. The controls under Micah’s hands were linked to the pilot’s console, and he could feel every nuanced move Rafe made. The man handled the ship like a maestro playing a particularly fine instrument.

      The countdown clock zeroed out, and Rafe flipped Scimitar into the smoothest roll maneuver Micah had ever seen, just as the Helios shed its Casimir bubble and fell out of Scharnhorst space. In seconds, he’d matched the asteroid field’s eighteen-kilometer-per-second orbital velocity and dropped them neatly between two massive boulders.

      Rafe settled back into his cradle, and switched to the ship-wide combat net.

      {We’re here,} he told the passengers in the back, although Micah suspected they’d figured it out. There was always a slight tremor that passed through a ship when it transitioned.

      A two-click was all the acknowledgement they received, but Micah hadn’t expected much more. The members of the Special Recon Unit camped out in Scimitar’s cargo bay weren’t a chatty lot.

      Flipping back to the isolated cockpit channel, Rafe nodded to a holodisplay readout that monitored the Casimir bubble’s wake turbulence. {Stand by to deploy surveillance and electronic countermeasures,} he said.

      {Standing by,} Micah responded. With a flick of his mind, he brought up the readiness report for the ECM and point-defense drones. Their icons hovered before him, glowing a steady green.

      {The frickin’ Sargon Straits,} Cass muttered once more, but this time, no one laughed.

      Micah knew the real reason behind the crew chief’s complaints. It was the same reason they’d chosen this tricky maneuver in the first place.

      Scimitar was in the Alpha Centauri system uninvited.

      Rafe sent him a mental nod, and Micah launched a constellation of drones. They jetted outward, flushed from several points along the ship’s hull, enveloping Scimitar in a protective sphere.

      {Drones away,} he announced.

      If all went well, Micah wouldn’t find anything. The Straits of Sargon weren’t well-traveled. The asteroid belt strewn between Alpha Centauri’s two stars was a broad swath of space—too broad for anyone to police effectively.

      {So, Akkadia named the Straits, but Zosher annexed the area,} Dana mused as the crew waited for Micah to complete his sweep. {How’d that happen?}

      Micah heard the mental shrug in Rafe’s voice when he replied. {Don’t know, Sergeant, but it’s a good thing they did.}

      The Geminate Alliance enjoyed friendly relations with Zosher, the sovereign nation that settled around Alpha Centauri A. That explained why those back in Procyon weren’t too worried about the mission.

      {If a Zosher defense platform detects us, I imagine we’ll have some explaining to do,} the gunner mused.

      {Yes, and those back home will find themselves in a politically awkward position,} Rafe agreed, {but that’ll be the extent of it.}

      Things would not go as smoothly if they were spotted by Akkadia, Micah knew. The Empire that claimed the planet orbiting Rigel Kentaurus was far more likely to shoot first, and ask questions later.

      Better to avoid both situations, he thought, if we can help it.

      A notification icon blinked on his overlay. The ship had auto-updated, reconciling its stored maps with the actual locations of the asteroids in their immediate vicinity, courtesy of the drone’s scans.

      That was simple enough to confirm. He merged fully with Scimitar, allowing the ship’s SI to completely override his optical implants and replace it with the drones’ feed.

      Instantly, Micah’s view of the cockpit disappeared. There was seemingly nothing between him and the black. His eyes swept the canvas of surrounding space, the SI projecting a transparent layer of constantly-updating telemetry over the feed.

      He saw Scimitar, as if from a distance. Or rather, his overlay provided an outline of where the ship would be, if it weren’t stealthed.

      Their ship was a Direct Action Penetrator, one of a handful of DAP Helios spacecraft developed by the Geminate Alliance. The fast attack craft was built for covert missions like this.

      {Damn.} He stared, toggling his overlay off to get an unimpeded view, of…nothing. {This never gets old.}

      {What doesn’t?} Dana asked.

      {Seeing Scimitar from out here,} he replied. {Or, rather, not seeing her.}

      Scimitar’s hull was made of a special, tunable material. The nanoparticle surface absorbed all light, making it the blackest spaceframe in existence.

      {Feels kind of  like you’re falling into a black hole,} he  murmured.

      In addition to the ship’s hull, the Geminate Navy had upgraded Scimitar’s avionics suite with the best sensor-scattering tech around. Its drives returned such a small heat cross-section on scan that it was easily mistaken for a space weather drone.

      {I’ll take invisible,} Dana said, {but I sure feel better having these on board.}

      Micah switched his overlay back on, in time to catch the RAU-19 railgun mounted on Scimitar’s port side waggling back and forth under Dana’s hand. The ship’s weapons systems were state of the art, with everything from railguns to laser cannons, plus a full complement of precision-guided missiles. Both women had weapons online, ready to fire on Rafe’s command.

      Micah returned his attention to the drones’ feed. Passive sensors swept the area, forming a composite picture of their surroundings, on all EM bands. He studied the reports from each quadrant, and nodded in satisfaction. The scans came back null, confirming they were alone.

      {We’re in the clear,} he reported for the benefit of their passengers in the back, and got another two-click for his efforts.

      At Micah’s report, Rafe sent the ship gliding forward. As the Helios eased silently from behind the two massive asteroids, Micah pulled back into himself and chanced a glance to his left.

      Like him, Rafe was webbed into a cradle, his hands sunk deep into the cockpit’s holographic controls. The man navigated the Straits with enviable ease, his body swaying in the manner all pilots did when merged with their ship, attuned as they were to the vessel’s every movement.

      The ship was ostensibly flown by Scimitar’s SI. The onboard Synthetic Intelligence handled the lion’s share of the maneuvers, but the pilot held veto power. The merge resulted in faster response times, enhanced by human intuition.

      {ETA?} a voice cut in. It was Lane, the leader of SRU Team Five.

      {Half an hour,} Rafe told the woman.

      His response was met with a grunt.

      Micah’s lips twitched in humor. If he gauged his grunts correctly, that one came from Ell, the team’s sniper.

      {There’s too much dust and grit in our path right now,} he offered. {We go any faster, our magnetic sweepers can’t keep up. I don’t think now’s a good time for a puncture.}

      He received another grunt for his effort.

      Dana nudged the back of his cradle. {Nice try, Lieutenant, but the sniper’s not interested,} she said on the flight crew’s isolated channel.

      {What? I was just being helpful,} Micah responded. {Besides, she scares the crap out of me.}

      He sent the mental image of a shudder, and Rafe laughed aloud.

      {You and me both, kid.}

      Elodie Cyr was a bit of an enigma. On base, the sergeant was about as close-lipped a person as he’d ever seen. She was distant, watchful, and silent.

      When she’d first shown up, some of the Marines had tried to bait her, taunting her about her ‘girlie’ name. The move had surprised Micah. The woman was special forces. Most people were savvy enough to realize a member of the Unit was off limits.

      He shook his head. We’ve eradicated just about every disease, and still no one’s figured out how to cure stupid.

      Ell did a passing job of it, though. She’d walked past them all as if they didn’t exist.

      The woman had an intangible, impenetrable shield. Any approach was met with an impassive stare. People seemed to just bounce off her.

      With her team, however, she behaved differently. Micah had seen this, had seen the respect they gave her. He knew her reputation, too. The woman was so damned accurate, it was said she didn’t need her rifle’s SmartLink to take the shot.

      And she never, ever missed.

      Pulling himself from his musings, Micah returned his attention to the drones.

      {We’re getting close enough to get preliminaries on our target,} he told Rafe, as he sent a small cloud of the small machines floating above the plane. {Give me five, and I’ll have it for you.}

      Now clear of the asteroid field, Micah increased their acceleration until the target was just within the outer limits of the drones’ envelopes. An image resolved of a small habitat torus, floating alone in the black.

      Khufu was Zosher’s most remote colony. Perilously close to the Akkadian Empire, the habitat had tried to position itself as a Switzerland of sorts. It had declared its small populace to be free of the political strife that rose between Akkadia and the rest of the settled worlds.

      That had worked for a time, but rumors of impending military action were in the wind. The Geminate Alliance had received reports that a radical Akkadian faction was poised to overthrow the seated government. They’d sent Scimitar in to extract their small consulate before things got too dicey.

      {How’s it look?} Rafe asked.

      {See for yourself,} Micah replied. He tossed the feed onto the shipnet for them all to see. {Appears quiet. No unusual activity.}

      {What, no warships? No Akkadian flag painted on the torus’s outer rim?} Cass’s snark was back. {Color me shocked that those bastards are doing things on the down-low.}

      A warning ping sounded as the drones picked up an Akkadian vessel, heading away from the Straits. Micah shunted it to the ship-wide combat net.

      {They’re too far away to be a factor,} he told the team in the back as he highlighted the vessel. {And technically on their side of the border.}

      {Thanks.} A fresh voice came over the net.

      Thaddaeus Severance was Lane’s second and the team’s tactician. The man had come to the Unit by way of the Marines.

      {Any local traffic at Khufu?} Thad asked, and Micah flipped that feed onto the combat net as well.

      He tagged a handful of ships flying the trade route, all of which showed sensor returns that indicated civilian-grade drives.

      {Routine,} he told the man.

      {Copy,} Thad responded, and then the connection fell silent.

      Minutes later, Scimitar came to rest outside the asteroid belt. There was nothing now between them and their objective, except a small space weather station that monitored solar flare activity.

      A hundred thousand kilometers away, Khufu was a tiny speck in the distance, barely visible against the black. Based on the data he’d gathered on Zosher’s defense platforms, Micah was confident no one would see them coming, but the plan wasn’t to fly Team Five all the way to Khufu.

      The team had brought a skiff aboard when they’d loaded, back in Procyon. They would use it to transit the final hundred thousand kilometers to Khufu’s outer hull.

      {It’s your show now,} Rafe told their passengers. {We’ll be here, waiting. If you need assistance, ping us. We can be there in twenty minutes if you want stealth, five if they see us coming.}

      {Understood,} Lane replied calmly.

      Where Ell was an enigma, Lane was a black hole. The woman had the uncanny ability to fade from view. She could walk into a room without anyone noticing. Once there, she blended into the background so well, a person forgot she was there. She was the perfect operator.

      A cockpit alert told Micah the cargo bay doors had opened. He watched through his drones’ eyes as the skiff exited. Jack, the team’s only certified pilot, was at her helm. The vessel was little more than a clearsteel bubble, just wide enough for three to sit across. It looked tight and uncomfortable, crammed as it was with special forces soldiers and their gear.

      Micah counted five, in addition to Jack. Lane sat between him and Thad, a diminutive woman between Thad’s massive frame and the pilot’s shorter build. Behind them sat Ell, Asha, and Mike. Asha was the team’s medic, while Mike was their demolitions man and Ell’s spotter.

      The cargo bay sealed behind them as the skiff sped off, arrowing its way toward the habitat.

      Good luck and good hunting, Micah sent the thought silently after the departing craft.

      All those aboard Scimitar could do now was wait.

      

      TWO

      Ell bent to unweb her gear as Jack brought the skiff alongside one of the many service hatches that dotted Khufu’s exterior. She felt the pull of gravity assert itself once more as the ship came into contact with the rotating torus.

      The small vessel clung to the outer airlock like an invisible limpet. Thad bent to affix a breaching canister to the seal, bypassing Khufu’s security and deceiving the systems into thinking it was securely closed. When the BC turned green, Thad cycled the hatch and the doors slid open with a sigh as the environment inside the ship equalized with the one inside the habitat.

      Once inside the airlock, they knelt, working swiftly and silently to assemble their gear. Everyone on the team was well-versed in Khufu culture, and spoke the language like one native-born. They wore traditional Zosher garb over their Drakeskin armor, the cloth’s loose nanoweave providing excellent cover for the weapons they carried.

      As their intel officer, Jack’s first order of business was to set up their encrypted combat net, piggybacking off Khufu’s public network. Once Jack hacked the connection, the team would go to work dissecting the publicly available data feeds.

      No one would step foot inside the torus without first gathering every scrap of information they could find about its current state.

      {Flipping the covers back and checking for bugs,} Jack announced, before diving into Khufu’s network underlayer. A few minutes later, Ell’s feed refreshed and she found herself staring at an indecipherable string of code.

      {Sniffer bots,} Jack explained. {They’re monitoring the inhabitants’ network activity. Backtracing now.}

      A minute later, he highlighted their point of origin. They led straight to the torus’s muhafazah, its governorship.

      {Someone in their local administration is in on it,} Lane sent, her mental tone grim.

      {Looks like,} Ell heard Thad agree.

      {It gets worse,} Jack added. He brought up another section of code, highlighting the filters someone had installed. They sat dormant on the net, but even Ell could see that it would take just a single command, and all outside access would be cut off.

      {If that don’t tell you these couyon are about to strike, I don’t know what will,} Thad commented.

      {Coo-yon?} Mike sent privately, shooting Ell a questioning look.

      {It means ‘fools,’ I think,} she translated for him. {His family’s from the Pontchartrain colony.}

      She crossed her legs and settled comfortably against the bulkhead. With a small shrug, she added, {Bit of an affectation, really, but that’s Thad’s thing.}

      Her gaze focused inward, on the feed coming across her overlay. After several minutes of quiet searching, Ell saw Jack stir and look over at Lane.

      {Okay, boss. I think it’s safe to crack the doors and release the drones.} Jack said, a question in his eyes.

      She nodded. {Do it,} she ordered.

      Jack touched the door’s keypad, depositing a LockPik nano package. The app retrieved a passkey that wouldn’t alert the torus’s monitoring system that the door had been opened, and applied it.

      Jack eased the door open a fraction, launched a small fleet of microdrones, and then sent them cautiously spreading out. After a few moments, he confirmed they remained undetected.

      {I’m reading no active scan and no countersurveillance,} he informed the team.  {Surprisingly, it looks like the only thing we need to worry about are human eyes.}

      Thad grunted. {That says something right there, ami. Only reason for a habitat this size not to have standard security in place is if someone’s done gone and bypassed it.}

      {Keep the drones sweeping in ever-widening arcs,} Lane instructed, gaze intent. {I want to get a look around before we move out.}

      The drones passed through the four sectors that divided the torus—its residential, retail, industrial, and warehouse districts.

      It also showed an atmosphere Ell could only describe as tense. She didn’t need access to the local newsnet to know things had progressed faster than the Alliance’s best intelligence geeks had predicted.

      {All right, I’ve seen enough. Torus nightfall is when?} Lane asked, looking to Asha for the answer.

      {Still eight hours away,} the medic told them. {We’re coming up on first shift lunch hour, now.}

      Lane nodded thoughtfully, eyes on the door. {Let’s spend the next hour scouting,} she told them. {Get a feel for things, make sure we’re not reading something into the feeds that isn’t really there.}

      Her words were slow, measured, as if she were testing them against what her gut was telling her. She swiveled, spearing each one of them in turn with a look. {And then I want us headed for the consulate,} she said. {If I’m reading things correctly, I’m not sure we have another eight hours.}

      Ell straightened. {The plan was to sneak them aboard a merchant vessel under cover of night. If we can’t do that….}

      Lane’s expression altered, taking on a grim cast. She looked to Asha. {You’ll be our point of contact with Scimitar. Reach out to them. Let them know there is a chance we may need an alternate ride out of here.}

      {And the skiff?} Mike asked, jerking a thumb in the direction of the outer hull.

      {Set a charge,} Lane instructed. {If we need to leave it behind, we scuttle the thing.}

      He nodded and bent to retrieve the necessary material to make the small ship disappear.

      {Thad, you and Asha see if you can’t find a restaurant crowd. Blend in, see what you can overhear.}

      Asha nodded and the big Marine answered with a silent Ooyah.

      {Ell, you and Mike wander into the residential area,} Lane ordered. {Check out playgrounds and parks. See if kids are playing in the streets.}

      With Mike’s head buried in the skiff, Ell answered for them both. {Will do, captain,} she sent with a small nod.

      Lane nodded in return, her gaze shifting to Jack. The intel spook sat with his eyes half closed, one arm dangling lazily off a bent knee. Ell knew the image was deceiving; with Jack, the more relaxed he appeared, the more alert he truly was.

      {There’s a small open market not far from here,} Lane said. {Jack and I will wander through it, see how the shopkeepers are reacting to the current climate.}

      She rose, and the others followed suit. Lane spared one last look around, before nodding to Jack to open the doors. {One hour,} she reminded them, {and then head to the industrial park.}

      The housing section wasn’t far, since the hatch Jack had chosen sat midway between the residential and retail districts. They didn’t see a soul.

      “Ghost town,” Mike murmured to Ell under his breath as his gaze swept the deserted neighborhood.

      A small plush toy lay on the steps leading to a home, abandoned. Down a side street, something colorful had been snagged by a railing. It fluttered lightly, stirred by the torus’s air circulation.

      The security drones that flew overhead showed the same for the streets ahead.

      “Agreed,” she replied, voice equally soft. “This can’t be normal.”

      An icon appeared on her overlay, indicating a feed share from one of the team members. Lane narrated over it.

      {Armed patrols in the market,} she told them.

      Ell saw a cluster of three, men and women carrying pulsed combat rifles. They were moving among the stalls, and their mannerisms were aggressive.

      {They’re dressed as locals, so be aware,} Lane warned. {Thad?}

      In addition to being the team’s tactician, the big Marine was also their profiler.

      {This is a recent development,} he sent thoughtfully, {but not the first time the merchants have had to deal with them. You can see the outrage, but it’s tempered by the knowledge of what will happen to them if they protest.}

      Ell and Mike exchanged an uneasy glance.

      {Hold on. Did you see that?} Thad asked, bringing Ell’s attention back to the feed.

      {Show me a closeup of the guy in the middle,} he instructed, and the image changed. Thad froze it, highlighting a tattoo, half-hidden on the underside of the man’s wrist. It was Akkadian.

      {Enough proof for you, amis?} the Marine asked, his voice diamond-hard.

      No one responded. There was no need. On this, the team was in absolute agreement.

      {Captain, I’m seeing reports posted on the torus’s splinternet,} Jack cut in, his mental voice taut with warning. {Patrols are working their way through the industrial zone, conducting raids on companies that openly oppose Akkadia.}

      There was a pause.

      {Okay, I think we’ve seen enough,} Lane told them. {We’re going active. Head for the consulate. Ell, find somewhere you can cover us. Everyone else, with me.}

      A flurry of two-clicks hit the combat net in the wake of her instructions.

      Ell drew to a stop, looking for a place they could duck inside to make a quick change. Mike jerked his chin toward a nearby apartment building.

      A side door fell victim to one of Mike’s LockPiks. Ell loosed a microdrone to jam the building’s security feed, and they slipped inside.

      They divested themselves of the loose garments, activating their Drakeskin suits. The armor’s topmost layer guided incident waves around them, shielding them from view.

      They slipped from the building and back out into the street. The drone’s feed alerted them to an armed patrol approaching, and Mike came to a sudden halt in front of her. She would have plowed into him had the suit’s combat HUD not painted a shadowed outline of his position with its predictive systems.

      Ell crossed quickly to the other side of the street, Mike at her heels. She heard the wail of a child nearby. The sound was quickly muffled, as if those with her knew danger approached.

      The armed thugs rounded the corner, brandishing a variety of weapons—pulse pistols, projectile guns, metal pipes. They broke into the nearest house, dragging those inside forcibly into the street.

      The leader of the patrol flung a man to the ground and shot him. A young boy screamed in anger. He rushed forward, only to be stopped by his mother, tears streaming from her eyes.

      Ell started forward. {This is so wrong,} she growled, gripping her rifle.

      A restraining hand landed on her arm. For an instant, she pulled against it, but then abruptly turned and resumed walking.

      {I wouldn’t have intervened.}

      {But you wanted to. Stars, I wanted to.} Mike’s words were bitter. {It’s hell, having to stand by and watch.}

      {Grav-suckers.} Ell put as much venom into the epithet as she could manage. Mike’s mental grunt told her he agreed.

      A park separated the residential area from the industrial complex. Here again, there were signs of hasty abandonment. Balls lay scattered on a nearby court, racquets beside them. A swing creaked as it rocked ever so slightly in the habitat’s artificial breeze.

      They crossed quickly, moving from the open area into a maze of buildings, uniformly divided by streets that cut through the section at regular intervals.

      Khufu’s governorship was at the center of the industrial section, the only bright spot of color among buildings of ceramacrete grey. The habitat’s flag, and Zosher’s, were draped above its entrance. The consulate was clustered in with the administrative offices that flanked the muhafazah.

      Ell looked around for a good spot where she could cover the team. There were three tall struts that rose from the torus’s support infrastructure to support its clearsteel dome overhead. At the one-hundred meter mark, a skywalk extended, spanning the distance between them.

      Ell pointed to the nearest one. {That’ll do.}

      As they reached the base of the strut, Jack’s voice came over the net once more. {It’s going down, folks. Akkadia just took over the net and announced Khufu’s governor has ‘stepped down.’}

      {That there’s code for ‘executed,’ ami,} Thad ground out.

      {Not betting against it, man,} Mike responded.

      A map appeared over the combat net, displaying the location of each team member. Ell could see by the winking icons that Lane and Jack had made it to the consulate.

      {We have eyes on,} Lane told them. {Consulate guards have erected a barricade.}

      {Those plascrete barriers aren’t much of a defense,} Asha said. {A halfway decent flechette pistol or slug thrower will chew through that in a matter of minutes.}

      {That’s why we’re moving to extract now,} Lane replied.

      {Good, because those goons have now thrown off all pretense and are openly wearing Akkadian uniforms,} Jack cut in, following his words with images.

      Ell counted enough armed men and women to make up a squad or more. Their ranks swelled as the street thugs joined them.

      A map of the consulate and its surrounding area popped up on Ell’s HUD.

      {Okay, folks. Here’s the plan.} Lane’s voice was back, her instructions coming in a staccato, rapid-fire cadence. {We’re going to breach through the consulate’s back wall. There’s an adjacent alleyway that leads rimward, with a service hatch nearby.}

      The image changed, returning to a display of their locations relative to one another. {Asha, contact Scimitar,} Lane continued. {Tell them we need a hot exfil. Ell, you and Mike are up. I need distractions, and a lot of them. Make them look anywhere but in our direction. Got it?}

      Her words were met by a series of two-click confirmations.

      Mike turned to Ell. {I’ll be more effective here on the ground,} he told her, hefting his kit full of frag grenades.

      {Go,} Ell said. {I’ll do what I can from up top.}

      She felt Mike’s hand come down on her shoulder in a brief squeeze. {Good hunting and good luck.}

      

      THREE

      Standing on a platform a hundred meters above street level, a civilian might be lured into thinking the distance provided some form of protection from the conflict brewing below.

      They’d be wrong.

      Training had taught Ell that this was nothing more than illusion, the kind that could get her killed if she allowed herself to fall for the seductive lie.

      The looming threat on Khufu’s streets might feel a world away, but if her scope could find a victim, then another’s scope could just as easily target her.

      Swiftly she knelt and unslung her sniper rifle. As her hands wrapped around the weapon’s stock, its SmartLink system sprang to life, requesting a handshake with her combat HUD.

      Under normal circumstances, she’d reject the SI-assisted program, but her job right now was to be a distraction. That called for a run-and-gun style vibe, and that was where the rifle’s onboard system had an edge.

      Ell accepted the link, and felt it initialize with both her optical implants and the SmartCarbyne lattice woven throughout her nervous system. The process evoked the feeling of something alive skittering down her limbs. She ignored it and rose, casting her eyes downward.

      Through her scope, she spied the team gathering behind the consulate. Thanks to her combat HUD, they were shown as ‘friendlies,’ shadows limned in green.

      She widened her focus, checking for nearby threats. Movement caught her eye; she’d found the Akkadians.

      This was a smaller group of soldiers than the ones Jack had shown her over the feed, which meant the enemy had split up.

      The ones in her crosshairs had dragged three men and two women from a building. Ell could see the terror written plainly on their faces, though one stood glaring, angrily defiant. The Akkadian in charge motioned for his men to separate that one from the rest.

      The woman was dragged forward, and then turned so that she faced her compatriots. The Akkadian barked something at the captives, drew his pistol, and then shot her, point-blank, through the head.

      Ell’s scope captured the looks of shock and horror on their faces as the woman fell in the odd, corkscrew way that happened when motor neurons had been utterly obliterated—one leg folding first, and then the other.

      Eyes narrowing in silent rage at the callous slaughter of an innocent, Ell didn’t think; she just acted. Her finger wrapped around the trigger and in the next moment, the man who had committed such a brutal act was felled—in precisely the same manner.

      An eye for an eye, you bastard.

      The Akkadians’ response was instant. Soldiers spread out, weapons drawn, seeking the source of the attack.

      Ell knew her cloud of noise-cancelling nano had suppressed the rifle’s discharge, so they’d have very little to go on. It didn’t  matter. Any soldier with half a brain would identify the skywalk as a possible source of enemy fire.

      She rolled to her feet and raced back toward the strut, barely missing a random shot fired by one of the men below.

      An explosion went off behind the Akkadians, Mike’s work. Just as the soldiers turned in the direction of the new threat, another one detonated, several blocks away.

      Ell dropped to one knee and brought her scope to her eye. She picked off two more Akkadian officers, flipped to her feet and moved back out over the street.

      {Heads up,} Mike advised. {I just spotted a group of soldiers, on their way to the consulate entrance.}

      Ell swung her rifle in that direction just as the Akkadians raked the consulate with a volley of flechettes. The guards returned fire, but Asha had been right about those barriers. As she watched, one of the guards fell.

      She couldn’t tell if the man was injured or dead, but she knew the rest wouldn’t last if she didn’t do something to remedy the situation.

      {I’m taking them out,} she informed the team.

      {You do, and they’ll be able to pinpoint your location, cher,} Thad warned. {You haul ass the moment you’ve taken the shots, y’hear?}

      {Sir, yes, sir,} she responded.

      Ell chose her position carefully, knowing she’d have only one chance to eliminate all four enemy soldiers. Crossing the skywalk on light feet, she picked her spot and stretched out prone, the bridge’s cool wire mesh pressing hard against her Drakeskin suit.

      With a wince, she overrode the accelerometer linked to the carbyne lattice that protected her heart and lungs during high-g maneuvers. It hardened, the sensation uncomfortable but necessary for what she was about to do.

      The stabilization of her internal organs allowed Ell to hold her target centered in her reticle without the crosshairs popping up, misaligning with every beat of her heart.

      Her surroundings faded, her focus distilled into absolute concentration on the Akkadian at the other end of her scope. She followed the man’s progression, led the target, shifted to compensate, and then fired a short burst of laser pulses.

      She had no time to check the results from the cloud of invisible fire she unleashed; she was too busy firing on the next Akkadian, and the next, and the next.

      Five seconds later, all four were down. She rolled rapidly to her right, coming up into a crouch, and launched herself forward along the skywalk.

      It was none too soon. A hail of flechettes shredded the air where she’d recently lain and she raced to put a building between her location and that of the Akkadians on the ground.

      As she ran, she heard the deep, muted kerthunk of an explosion coming from the back of the consulate, and smiled in grim satisfaction. It sounded like the team’s efforts were progressing.

      {Ell, you have company,} Jack’s voice warned suddenly, just as she heard the ping of something striking the skywalk nearby, followed by the sharp crack of the weapon’s discharge.

      Her head snapped around. Thad had been right; they’d identified her location. One of them was now on the skywalk with her. The man might not be able to see her, but he knew she was there, and he began to fire randomly down the metal walkway.

      The crack and ping of lead slugs hitting the skywalk’s metal frame caused Ell to curse inwardly. The Drakeskin suit could handle a projectile’s impact without issue, dispersing the kinetic energy throughout its interlayers and across its full surface area.

      But it would sure hurt like a grav-sucking sonofabitch.

      As if conjured, Ell felt an impact, the instant before the sound of the weapon’s discharge reached her. She stumbled but recovered, trusting her audio chaff to mask the sound of her footfalls.

      There was little she could do, though, to mask the vibration of those strides. That would assure her adversary that she was still there—and still mobile.

      Ell picked up the pace, racing toward the strut closest to the consulate. She skidded to a halt when she saw Akkadians climbing up that one, too.

      Ell realized she needed to find another way off the walkway, fast. She scanned nearby buildings for other options. Eyeing the closest one, Ell had her combat HUD calculate the distance.

      It was too far to safely jump, but not too far to zipline down. All she had to do was shoot a line, and then slide across before her opponents discovered what she’d done. Hopefully, she’d be far enough along to survive the fall if they severed it from this end.

      She reached into the pocket where she kept a grappling hook and sturdy, carbyne-jacketed line. Aiming the unit at the building she’d chosen, Ell fired. With a pneumatic puff, the grapple shot across, its unique hook-and-nano catch embedding itself into the side of the small structure.

      Quickly, Ell pulled out a pair of hand grips and connected them to the line. These grabbed the line when locked, but slid freely when open. A direct-link connection to her wire allowed her to switch between the mechanism’s open and closed states.

      She swung free of the skywalk just as the first soldier pulled level with the walkway. With a mental command, she freed the grips and went sliding down the line, toward the roof.

      She was fifteen meters away from the building when the line went suddenly slack. Ell triggered her grips to grab the line and then braced as her body slammed against the side of the structure.

      Flechettes began tracing their way down from the top of the zipline and Ell realized abruptly that, although she was invisible, the line was not.

      Well, that answers the question of up or down, she thought with gallows humor as she released the grips. The street rose up to meet her with dizzying speed, but she’d trained for such a maneuver.

      Her HUD automatically calculated her rate of descent, and when the overlay blinked at her, she began to brake, coming to an abrupt stop two meters above the ground.

      The flechettes weren’t far behind. Ell let go, landing in a roll, just as dozens of pointed steel arrows struck the end of the zipline, causing it to twist and flail in a mad dance.

      She lifted an arm to shield her face as small pieces of ceramacrete exploded from the building’s hide in a hail of shrapnel. Sparing a quick look around her, Ell beat a hasty retreat, racing toward the back of the consulate.

      {Consulate’s clear. Ship’s inbound,} Lane announced as Ell rounded the corner.

      The first thing she saw was a small cluster of people, draped in stealth shrouds. They weren’t as efficient as Drakeskin at fooling active scan, but they’d do in a pinch. The team kept a small stockpile on hand for exactly this kind of situation.

      Ell watched Asha’s Drakeskin-clad outline motion to the small knot of civilians as they crowded close to her. The medic gestured, pointing down the alley and toward the torus’s outer hull.

      It was clear from her movements that Asha was instructing them on what to do, but Ell heard nothing over the combat net.

      {She’s got them on an isolated partition, separate from the team channel,} Jack explained as Ell drew to a stop beside him. She nodded wordless thanks, her gaze breaking away from those they’d come to rescue as she took in the rest of their situation.

      A lone, still form lay on the ground. Upon closer inspection, Ell identified the man as the guard she’d seen out front. She forced her gaze away, continuing her survey.

      In the distance, she spied Thad, several meters ahead of Asha. The Marine was moving down the alleyway toward the service hatch where they’d rendezvous with the Helios. He worked point, his weapon trained on the path before them, ready to take out any threat that presented itself.

      Lane stood to one side, watchful as ever. She waited for the last shrouded figure to enter the alley and then fell into step behind them, walking sideways, her weapon tracking every door, every window they passed.

      The only one still at large was Mike, but his icon was rapidly approaching. Ell pointed her rifle in the other direction, providing Jack with cover as he tended to the lone casualty.

      He extracted a cryo body bag canister from a suit pocket and knelt beside the dead guard. Twisting the canister to activate it, he pressed it against the man’s torso. It unfolded, enveloping the corpse. Jack rose, slinging the body bag over his shoulder, and nodded to Ell.

      {You two good to cover our six?} Jack asked, bringing her attention back to him.

      {Yessir,} Mike said before Ell had a chance to reply. She turned in time to see him materialize from behind the pile of rubble made by the team’s breach into the consulate.

      She saw Jack’s silhouette nod, and then he turned and followed the team to the hatch. Ell and Mike brought up the rear, their weapons inscribing slow arcs as they walked backward, watching for enemy movement.

      The scans of the recon drones showed heat signatures inside nearby buildings, but the random blobs of red and orange remained huddled and still. She felt a passing sadness for these Khufu residents desperately hoping the storm of violence would pass them by, yet she knew there was nothing she could do to assist them.

      Thirty meters from the hatch, Ell caught movement.

      {Group of three, coming up a cross street on your side, ten o’clock,}  she told Mike, tagging their location.

      He pulled a sticky grenade from his belt and armed it. He waited until the three had just passed beyond an empty stack of pallets before lobbing it at them.

      The smart grenade sailed into the street and locked onto the three soldiers. It exploded over them, netting them tightly to the pallets with a web of carbyne nanofilaments impossible to break.

      A secondary pop told Ell the Ziptie inside the sticky had unpacked itself, blocking everyone inside the web from net access. They wouldn’t be warning anyone of the team’s location any time soon.

      They reached the service hatch to find the civilians had already been loaded onto the Helios. Jack and Thad stood on either side of the umbilical, ready to spot Ell and Mike as they made their way onto the ship.

      Mike was last into the hatch. Ell waited, one hand braced on Khufu’s outer seal, as he closed the inner airlock. He stepped forward just as Thad’s head jerked up and Micah’s voice thundered inside her head.

      {Incoming!}

      

      FOUR

      {We’re coming in hot.} Team Five’s medic’s voice had been calm when first she’d contacted them, but Micah sensed the underlying tension in her voice.

      {Copy that, Sergeant. We’re en route.} Rafe matched actions with words, sending Scimitar slewing into a hard turn. The hundred-thousand kilometer distance could be covered by a hard, thirty-g burn in just twenty minutes, but with a Scharnhorst hop, they could technically be there in exactly one-point-one seconds.

      No contest.

      {Brace for Scharnhorst entry,} Rafe’s mental voice cut into Micah’s thoughts.

      The drive spun up and a Casimir bubble appeared. Micah felt the weird ripple that presaged their entry into Scharnhorst space, and in the next instant, Scimitar leapt forward, traveling at three times the speed of light.

      The ship’s SI managed the calculations, feathering both accel and decel so the transition back into realspace didn’t rip the ship’s spaceframe apart.

      Though the trip was significantly more than a single second in duration, to Micah’s mind it was close enough that he wouldn’t quibble over it.

      The drive was perfect for short military skirmishes, gifting ships like Scimitar with an agility that gave it a performance edge over larger ships in the fleet.

      That agility was clearly demonstrated by their sudden reappearance moments later, some ninety thousand kilometers distant from their starting point.

      Their presence triggered the torus’s automated space traffic control system. It blared a warning, which Rafe muted with a wave of his hand.

      The point defense drones under Micah’s command swept outward once more, sensors combing the area and finding nothing but silence.

      {Seems clear,} he told the crew, but something about the situation felt off to him.

      It’s too clean, he decided. There should be some traffic. Hull maintenance, freight or produce delivery—something.

      Yet there was nothing. The Akkadians seemed to have the torus locked down tighter than a drum.

      {They’re not trying to project any kind of normalcy,} he warned Rafe. {That means they’re either expecting reinforcements, or they already have them in place. They could have arrived sometime prior to our transition into the system, and we missed it.}

      {Shit,} Rafe said after a moment’s thought. {You’re right. Cass, Dana, weapons hot.}

      Tension wrapped itself around Micah’s spine, increasing in intensity as they cautiously approached the service hatch the SRU team had flagged as their extraction point.

      He doubled the number of point defense drones, increasing the diameter of the sphere. Merging deeper with the SyntheticVision system, he hovered in space, his head twisting this way and that as he searched for a break in the predictably dull pattern.

      An SI composite of a thousand different views encircled Micah. His eyes were their eyes, his hands directed their flight. He pinned drones outside the hull of every one of Khufu’s landing bays, but they remained stubbornly sealed.

      He sent them dipping through the torus’s struts and circling the fusion generators that powered the habitat. Nothing seemed out of place.

      With a gesture, more drones expanded out past Khufu’s no-wake zone. He flew them past service tugs, tethered in stationary orbit.

      Five drones flew out to encircle the lonely weather station, fifty thousand kilometers back, in the direction of the Straits. Micah paused, eyes narrowing in thought as he considered the station.

      The SI controlling the five drones interpreted the unconscious action as his wish that they draw closer to it. Micah allowed the command to ride, as he watched the feed.

      Scimitar had jumped right over it during their Scharnhorst hop, not paying it any mind.

      Yet the dimensions of that station meant it was capable of hiding…. Something niggled in the back of his brain, something he should know—

      {Contact!} he sang out as his scrutiny of the station drew the shark from its hiding place. Two Akkadian Hydras came screaming out, redlining their drives as they leapt toward Scimitar.

      {Lane! We have incoming!} he heard Rafe bark over the combat net.

      Given their proximity, the Helios was technically already well within the Akkadian vessels’ weapons envelope—except for one minor thing.

      The hatch that Scimitar was snugged up against was on the opposite side of the torus. The Hydras would have to maneuver above or below the plane of the habitat in order to get a clean shot.

      That gave Micah enough time to set a trap he hoped they wouldn’t see coming.

      He quickly reconfigured the drones under his command, recalling some of the sensor probes in favor of more electronic countermeasures.

      Dazzlers and Banshees flooded from the ship’s tubes. The former would emit decoy ECM on his command and jam signals between the two fighters, robbing them of their ability to coordinate their attack.

      The latter were fighter-bombers. Each Banshee mounted a five-centimeter laser, and was capable of strafing runs.  In addition, each carried a pair of missiles, their yields varying by Banshee model type.

      Micah called up twenty-four Banshees with upper-range missile yields. He brought them to rest, holding station just abeam the Helios as he went about the crafting of his ruse.

      {That’s a heavy hand you’re dealing out, there,} was Rafe’s only comment. The pilot’s mental tone sounded inquisitive, but not reproachful.

      {It is,} he agreed.

      Rafe grunted. {I’m curious to see what you have up your sleeve, Lieutenant.}

      Micah smiled. {If I’m right, it might just scare them off.}

      Selecting a small fleet of Dazzlers, he programmed them to emit a Doppler blueshift that mimicked the footprint of a twenty-five-thousand-ton Alliance light destroyer. He had to gang six of them together to emulate such a strong emission.

      A pair of the Dazzlers-cum-destroyers went speeding away from the torus on a reciprocal that would make it impossible for the Hydras to miss once he triggered their pre-programmed sequence.

      They exited the torus’s shadow with eight minutes to spare.

      Rafe laughed softly inside Micah’s head. {Devious bastard, aren’t you,} he commented.

      Micah sent him a grin. {I’m not done yet.}

      Next, Micah turned to the Banshees. He stacked them vertically, one atop the other, synching their weapons controls to operate in concert. The effect mimicked a small salvo of missiles from his imaginary destroyers.

      The missile signatures would be a dead giveaway, but he solved that by pairing another set of Dazzlers with the Banshees, tuning their decoy emissions to augment the smaller heft of the actual payload the Banshees had onboard.

      {Nice work,} Rafe complimented. {If all goes well, those Hydras will be far too occupied shitting their pants from the sudden appearance of two Geminate Navy fleet ships to be bothered by something as small as us.}

      {That’s my hope,} Micah replied, pushing his Banshee composite out to rendezvous with their Dazzler counterparts.

      {It’s a decent gamble,} Rafe sent. {It has moxie. I like it.}

      The ship’s net fell silent once more, as they awaited the two Hydras.

      As if on cue, the Akkadian ships crested the torus. Micah sent the signal to the Dazzlers and Banshees, and a brilliant blue flare lit up the black, a hundred meters stellar north of the torus.

      The Hydras’ reactions were gratifying. They pivoted on their y-axis, keeping their sidewalls to Scimitar while facing the apparently larger threat head-on.

      Micah nudged the ganged Dazzler-and-Banshee configuration closer, and one of the Hydras panicked, setting off a flurry of laser shots streaking toward the mirage.

      Shit, Micah thought, realizing he’d not allocated enough Dazzler ECM to protect his faux ships. The first volley passed harmlessly by, though the sensor return must have confused the Hydras, as the lasers shot should have scored a hit.

      He scrambled to send drones to intercept, while sending the stacked Banshees the command to bring their missile salvo online.

      A tracking routine popped up on his SyntheticVision overlay, and Micah fell easily into the rhythm of the red dot and the reticle as he worked to track his targets.

      The reticle lined up with the Hydra closest to Scimitar, and Micah gave the automated system permission to ping the target.

      It was enough. The Hydra peeled off in a sudden vertical climb that told Micah its pilot was likely suffering heart failure at the thought of so much firepower bearing down on him.

      The dance was a thing of beauty. Micah sought to reacquire, the Hydra jinked and whirled in a mad attempt to evade the fictional craft.

      In retrospect, it might have been too convincing, for it evoked a response from the second craft none of those aboard Scimitar would have predicted—an action so radical, it froze Micah into an instant of shocked disbelief.

      In the end, that microsecond of hesitation would have made no difference, yet it would haunt Micah for years to come.

      A tiny flash of blue light presaged the impossible—a mini Casimir bubble, barely large enough to encase a warhead.

      Micah had just enough time to register the reappearance of the bomb at the junction where Scimitar’s umbilical met Khufu’s service hatch before the Hydra that had flung it exploded.

      It was a kamikaze move at best, sheer stupidity at worst. No one could engage a Scharnhorst drive without a fifty-meter cushion of empty space.

      No one.

      To do otherwise guaranteed the immolation of everything inside that initial fifty-meter sphere.

      Including the fighter ship that launched the crazy missile in the first place.

      

      FIVE

      {Incoming!} Micah’s warning slammed into Ell’s head—just as the world around her exploded.

      Light, blistering heat, and a shrieking wind surrounded her. She felt the sharp bite of pain, a wrenching, ripping sensation.

      There was the confused impression of twisted metal, a flash of deep-black space. An inarticulate sound of stunned surprise abruptly cut off as Mike’s limp body flew past.

      She lunged for him at the same time her feet were swept out from under her. She reached frantically, desperately, hands scrabbling for purchase.

      Strong arms wrapped around her, pulling her from the abyss. Her body knocked hard against a jagged metal edge. Something sharp and heavy pierced her thigh and her hand wrapped around it, only to be prised away by a stronger one.

      A jumble of faces stared down at her. She saw Thad’s fierce eyes boring into hers. As if from a deep well, she heard his sharp command that she hold on. His mental voice sounded hoarse as he ordered her to {stay with me, Sergeant!}

      Asha’s more modulated tones floated through her mind, speaking in the rapid, clipped cadence Ell had heard her use during a medical crisis.

      Mike, Ell thought fuzzily. Stars, it must be Mike.

      Jack’s face swam into view, joining Thad’s. His expression looked grave, pinched.

      Ell tried to lift a hand to reassure them. Asha would save Mike. She was the team’s medic. She always came through.

      “We’re strapping you down, now, Ell.” Jack’s words weren’t making sense. “There’s an Akkadian Hydra out there. We have to brace for maneuvers.”

      Ell’s muddled brain registered that last and she struggled to sit up, only to find Thad holding her down.

      “Put her out, Asha,” Thad ordered. The timbre of his voice cut through the fog, telegraphing to Ell that something was very, very wrong.

      “I can’t,” the medic snapped. “That damn spar severed her—”

      “Enough! She can hear you.”

      Shouldn’t yell at Asha like that, Ell thought, lifting a hand to wave the big Marine off. Or at least she thought she had, but her limb refused to cooperate.

      They both ignored her, Asha rounding on the team’s second-in-command with a fierceness Ell had never before seen.

      “If I don’t stop the bleeding, she will die.”

      “Do it.” Thad’s voice was implacable. “That’s an order.”

      Ell felt Asha’s hand press against her neck. She heard a hiss, and before she could protest, everything went black.

      

      SIX

      Rafe took every shortcut he knew to get them back to Alliance space as fast as possible. Even then, the trip seemed interminable for those on board Scimitar.

      A pall had fallen over them, the loss Team Five had taken hitting them all hard.

      Micah caught Cass sneaking worried glances over her shoulder at the circle the team formed around their fallen comrade.

      The Helios was untouchable while in Scharnhorst space, so they’d turned her navigation over to the SI and done what they could to make the consulate staff more comfortable.

      The ship itself was capable of handling three times the number of passengers, though the galley and lav remained cramped. Dana had scared up some blankets and passed them out while Cass made coffee. Rafe sat beside the consul, speaking with her in low tones.

      Micah slid onto a bench beside Thad, the team guy he knew best. Thad acknowledged his presence with a quick chin lift before turning his attention back to Ell’s still, bloodied form.

      “She going to be okay?” Micah asked quietly, and Thad’s head dropped to his chest. He inhaled, a slow, deep breath, and then he looked back at the unconscious sniper.

      “Not going to accept any other outcome, hoss,” his voice carried softly in a low rumble.

      Micah nodded silently, his gaze wandering to the closed cargo bay doors, behind which a second shrouded form lay.

      “You got any idea why their Drakeskin suits failed?” Thad’s question brought Micah’s eyes snapping back to the Marine.

      He let his head fall back against the bulkhead as he hooked a hand around the back of his neck. “Yeah,” he said, staring up at the overhead. “I think it happened when that damn warhead dropped its Casimir bubble. It’s the only thing that would explain it.”

      He rolled his head to one side in time to catch the sick expression on Thad’s face.

      “Could have been worse, I guess. At least her carbyne lattice held….” Thad’s voice trailed off, his eyes returning to the unconscious woman on the small, foldout bed. Beside her, Asha sat quietly monitoring, lights from the medical brace sheathing her arm winking in the darkened cabin.

      Micah cleared his throat. “We can’t transmit while in the bubble, but I wanted you to know that we have a report ready to send, the moment we’re in range of a communications buoy. It contains evidence that the ships that attacked us were Akkadian, and not from Zosher.”

      Thad grunted. “The shit Jack downloaded is a hell of a lot more incriminating, ami. Khufu’s takeover was hostile, no doubt about it. And we have proof Akkadia’s behind it.”

      “Good.” Micah felt a brief flare of satisfaction at that news. He started to rise, and then paused. “What that Hydra did…. No one could have seen that coming. It was sheer suicide to send a warhead in that manner.”

      Thad’s dark gaze met his. “I know. Believe me, I know. And I won’t forget.”

      They stood there a moment, gazes locked, eyes flint hard, in perfect accord. If the opportunity presented itself to exact their pound of flesh against Akkadia, neither man would think twice about volunteering for the mission.

      

      SEVEN

      Four weeks later….

      Ell ignored the light rap on the door, just like she’d done all the other times Thad had visited. She turned her head and stared at the blank white wall on the far side of her hospital room, making it clear she didn’t want to see him.

      Being the stubborn-ass special forces soldier that he was, Thad refused to take the hint.

      “I see you, Sergeant,” his deep voice rumbled as he moved into the room and inserted himself into her field of vision. “And I know you see me.”

      She refused to respond.

      Thad sighed. “Last I heard, in this soldier’s navy, when a superior officer speaks to you, you damn well better respond.”

      Ell blinked. Ruthlessly, she stomped on the urge to do exactly that. Her training ran deep, but right now, her pain ran deeper.

      He tried again. “Zosher received the files. They sent in a task force and routed the Akkadians. Khufu’s back governing itself once more. The Alliance consulate service is grateful for what we did, and you’ve been awarded the medal of valor.”

      Ell turned her head at that. “I don’t want it.”

      Thad raised a dark brow. “Well, that’s good, cher, since in order to accept it publicly, we’d have to admit we were somewhere we shouldn’t have been.”

      He crouched down, at eye level with her. “Now that’s out of the way, you want to talk about it, Sergeant?”

      Ell’s eyes narrowed into angry slits. “It? It? In case you haven’t noticed, Lieutenant, I lost a fucking leg.”

      Thad’s brows rose, slashes of black against an ebony face. He nodded to the outline of her form under the hospital bed’s covers. “And now you have a new one. So what? A sniper uses her brain, her hands, and her eyes to do her job. I happen to know you’ve got this, that, and the third. I’ve seen it for my own damn self.”

      Ell shot up in bed, eyes narrowing. “The cursed thing doesn’t work, Thad. You know it. I know it. Hell, the whole damn prosthetics department knows it.” She leaned forward, eyes narrowed, and hissed, “And they don’t know why.”

      Thad straightened, crossed his arms, and propped one shoulder against the wall she’d been so studiously fixed upon. He stood there, saying nothing.

      She knew what he was doing. Ordinarily, she’d have matched his waiting game with one of her own. No one could out-wait a sniper. She’d spent days inserted into hostile territory, motionless, observing. Waiting for her target to show, anticipating the order to take the shot.

      That was before. At the moment, all she felt was frustration and a helpless rage. She wanted to rail at her circumstances, and Thad seemed willing to place himself in the crosshairs of her scope.

      So she let him have it. “While you’ve been deployed stars know where on whatever missions I’m no longer qualified to hear about since I’m technically on medical leave of absence, I’ve gone through three complete replacements.”

      Bitterness tinged her voice and her mouth twisted into a sneer as she gestured toward the offending limb.

      “In case you don’t know what that entails, that means they’ve gone through the process of 3D printing a new one, and then cutting the Grav. Sucking. Thing. Off. Three times!” She emphasized each point with a vicious punch to her thigh.

      Thad couldn’t know, but her aim was exact. Those punches landed at precisely the point where artificial met original. They produced a streak of blinding pain as each one connected, but Ell’s anger overrode even that.

      She went to strike her leg once more and found her fist enveloped in long, dark fingers.

      “Don’t.” He spoke softly but the voice had a ring to it, and she knew she was talking to Team Five’s second-in-command now, and not just her teammate and friend.

      The bed sank under his weight as he released her fist and sat beside her. Warm brown eyes captured hers, and the steely determination in them refused to allow her to look away.

      “You think I don’t know what you’re going through, ami? You think I don’t hear the doctors talking, see the pain in your eyes?” He squeezed her newly-regenerated leg gently. “I can’t feel your loss, but I get it. Right now, it seems insurmountable, but you’re wrong, Elodie. You’re damn wrong.”

      She swallowed hard, found the will to break his gaze. “Mike,” she began, but he cut her off with a slash of his hand.

      “Don’t you be giving me any of that shit, cher,” he warned. “Mike wouldn’t have wanted you to quit over this. None of that was your fault.”

      He braced large hands on his thighs and stood. “Unless you’re trying to tell me that you had some secret, advance knowledge that two Akkadian attack craft had attached themselves to the inside of a Khufu weather station and didn’t bother to warn your teammates about it?”

      Ell snorted, and Thad cracked a smile.

      “Didn’t think so.”

      Thad’s eyes shifted, seemingly suddenly unable to meet her own.

      “Do you blame me for ordering Asha to sedate you before she could stabilize you?” His question came unexpectedly, and Ell startled at his words.

      “No, I—”

      “She lost you twice on the way back home, did you know that?” He looked up then, and then quickly away, as if afraid of the condemnation he might see in her eyes. “She said it was too late, your leg was hanging on by gristle and there was nothing anyone could have done to save it, but I wonder….”

      Ell scowled at him. “There are enough legitimate reasons to be pissed as hell at you, without having to fabricate something,” she informed him acerbically.

      He chuckled, the kind of laugh that shook his frame. The low rumble was familiar, and Ell felt a sharp pang of loss as she realized she wouldn’t be hearing it on a daily basis any longer.

      The Marine walked to a chair set in a corner and lifted it effortlessly, setting it back down by her bedside.

      “Now, cher,” he said as he took a seat. “You and me, we’re going to have ourselves a little talk.”

      Ell bunched the covers in her hand—the one on her far side, where Thad couldn’t see. She didn’t like the sound of this.

      “What kind of talk?” she asked cautiously.

      “A serious conversation about your future with the Unit.”

      Ell’s stomach churned. Even though she’d done nothing but state emphatically over the past few weeks that she knew she’d never make it back onto the team, she found she wasn’t ready for this conversation.

      Ell knew this day was coming, and as much as she’d mentally prepared herself for it, it was still a shock to hear the words coming from Thad.

      “You’re right,” he said into the silence. “You’re a far sight away from requalifying at the moment, but it’s not anything you can’t overcome. We have a temporary replacement. Colonel Valenti’s moved Boone up to Team Five as our sniper until you’re back—”

      “Boone’s a good man,” Ell whispered. “He’ll fit in well with the team.”

      “You’re not hearin’ me, Elodie.” Thad’s voice was sharp, a reprimand. “It’s temporary. The position is yours, if you requalify.”

      “Well, now, there’s the rub, isn’t it,” Ell said bitterly. She waved her arms, the gesture intended to encompass…she didn’t know what. The hospital. The Alliance. Modern science in general.

      “Despite all our advancements, there are the occasional exceptions to the rule. I’m one of them.” She thrust her hand toward her leg. “An aberration, a rarity. An anomaly. They can’t figure out why the nerve fibers they grew aren’t responding in the standard way.”

      She stabbed her fingers through her hair and cast her eyes to the ceiling as if the tiles themselves could somehow spell out the answer for her.

      “Stars, Thad. It feels like I have acid running down every frickin’ fiber. It’s constantly on fire—”

      “So block the pain out.” Thad tapped his temple. “Up here. I know they’ve implanted that capability.”

      Ell shook her head. “I do that, I lose response time. In theory, I could block, except when we’re on a mission, but I can’t guarantee that pain won’t impede my performance in other ways.”

      Thad cocked his head. “You don’t know what will happen as your body continues to heal. Things could improve.”

      “Or not,” she countered.

      Thad braced his forearms on his thighs and bowed his head, studying his clasped hands. After a moment, he nodded. “Okay, then. I thought you might say that, Sergeant.” He looked up, eyes intent. “That being the case, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

      Ell stared warily at him. “I told you, I don’t want visitors.”

      “Too bad.” He slapped his thighs and stood, just as a shadow crossed her door. She looked up to see a man, shorter than Thad, with a slighter build. He had dark hair and equally dark, inscrutable eyes.

      “Sergeant Cyr,” Thad’s voice was neutral as he made the formal introduction, “this is Special Agent Gabriel Alvarez, with the NCIC.”

      His introduction caught her off guard.

      NCIC? The Navy’s Criminal Investigation Command?

      Alvarez nodded a silent greeting to Thad as he stepped into the room. He came to a stop at the foot of her bed and gave her a careful nod. “Sergeant, I understand you may be looking for temporary reassignment as you recover from your injuries.”

      Ell barely managed to keep her jaw from hitting the floor. This was not what she’d expected.

      Another physical therapist, perhaps. Or maybe one of those military psychologists, determined to help a soldier reconcile the loss of a teammate. But this?

      She shot Thad an incredulous look, and he returned it with one brow lifted.

      “I….” Her voice refused to come as her gaze swung back to the NCIC agent.

      “I’d like the chance to convince you to give us a try,” Alvarez said. “I made the switch myself, after several tours. It’s not uncommon for someone to change tracks like that.”

      “You do know I’m a sniper, right?” Ell’s eyes narrowed on him. “I shoot people, I don’t investigate them.”

      Alvarez cracked a smile. “Sure you do. You study them, watch for patterns. You’re patient. Your observational skills are off the charts. You’re laser focused on your target, to the exclusion of all else.”

      His fingers ticked off the assets of a sniper in a way Ell had never before considered, and yet were still absolutely true.

      “You demand perfection from yourself, and you rely on a spotter to keep you from losing situational awareness. That tells me you know your limits, and when to call for assistance.” His hands dropped. “And you always get your man. Or woman.”

      List complete, Alvarez shoved his hands casually into his pockets and stood, waiting for her response, as if he had no idea he’d just dropped a bomb into her lap.

      Or perhaps he did. Perhaps he’d been briefed.

      Well, crap on a comet, she thought, lifting dazed eyes to meet Thad’s brown ones. How the hell did you know, Thad?

      For the past four weeks, Ell had been consumed with one overriding fear.

      It had driven her to isolate herself from everyone. She’d turned away what little family she had, refused to see her teammates.

      She’d succeeded, too—except for one stubborn man who towered above her now, a knowing look on his face.

      Ell had been convinced her life was over. All she’d ever known had been the Navy. She’d poured her essence into being a sniper, had given the special forces everything she had. It was all that she was, all she knew how to do, all she knew how to be.

      Her paramount fear was coming face to face with the blank slate of who she was now, only to discover she was incapable of being anything but a sniper.

      “Ell-o-die,” Thad drawled, crossing his arms, a slow grin spreading across his face. “More than one way to bag a target, am I right, cher? What do you say, think you’re up to it?”

      “Well, when you put it that way….” Ell turned her head to the enigmatic man at the foot of her bed.

      She nodded once, and Alvarez nodded in return.
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      Nee-naw, nee-naw, nee-naw.

      The alarm grated on Captain 2nd Rank Tatianna Sokolov’s nerves. She already knew that the Kiev was dangerously close to losing their FTL drive. She didn’t need the alert to tell her what was on her command screen. Being dropped out of warp space early was all the evidence she needed.

      I’ll skin that longshoreman alive, she thought grimly as she skimmed through her interfaces. There’s no way this ship was ready to launch. Pulling up the wireframe schematics, she searched for the command function that would let her override the alarm.

      “Senior Lieutenant Osin, how long until you fix that engine and get us back with the fleet?”

      “Looking now, Captain,” he said. “The chief engineer says a few power junctions overloaded and blew up. We’ve got repair teams fixing them now.”

      “I asked how long!” she snapped.

      “Ten minutes?” he replied.

      “Make it five,” she said, taking a deep, calming breath.

      Picking up the comms headset, she activated the privacy shield around her chair and called the chief engineer’s direct line.

      “Chang, can we safely jump back into warp space once you repair the blown junctions? Be straight with me, none of the politburo-approved nonsense. Am I risking my entire crew if I try to rejoin the fleet?”

      “Yes, Captain, there’s some risk. In the void, life itself is a risk. The Kiev has the soul of a warrior. You can trust her. She’ll hold. This is just growing pains. We didn’t upgrade all the junctions when they replaced her engine. Shipyard engineers said we didn’t need to, so they wouldn’t authorize it. Trust me, we’ll be okay. We might sacrifice it all for the Motherland, but it won’t be today,” he replied. “I’ll have her right as rain in five minutes.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” Tatianna said before disconnecting the line and deactivating the privacy shield.

      The chief engineer wasn’t wrong. He had estimated ten minutes, but the captain demanded five. They weren’t ready to jump in five minutes. Their engines spooled up eight minutes later, and the once-mighty Kiev shuddered in defiance as her FTL engine shook the hull. Tatianna stood and paced the bridge, desperate to ensure that nothing went wrong. It was her first large command, and she wanted to get it right. Captaining a ship of the line was the culmination of a lifetime of preparation, and she wouldn’t blow it on her first cruise.

      “Systems check,” she ordered her bridge crew.

      “All systems are green,” came the reply from each station.

      Nodding, she turned back to the main-bridge display screen. It showed the massive fleet spread out around her, materializing back into real space. This was their last micro jump before they began preparation for the Great Push. The People’s Republic of Proxima Centauri needed room to expand. In desperation, they’d formed a large colony fleet to seed deep space, diving into the unexplored territory light-years from their borders.

      With resources low, they couldn’t risk losing a single ship, so the Admiralty had assigned the 4th Fleet to escort them. In a desperate gamble, the PRPC had pulled several ships out of the orbital fleet graveyard around their home system. Other ships, like hers, had had their retirement orders cancelled. Instead, they’d been sent for emergency retrofits in shipyards throughout their territorial space.

      The rush job showed in a million different ways. Corners had been cut and safety protocols ignored, with all priority placed on speed. Around her, the Kiev was in a state of disarray, an older-generation destroyer that should have been mothballed decades ago. But the old girl had history and a name that went all the way back to the original ships of their ancestral home. This lineage had earned her a second chance and a few retrofits.

      “Comms, I want a detailed scan of the system,” she ordered once they’d jumped into the system.

      Tatianna sent course corrections to her navigator as she skimmed the plotting charts. While he and the helmsmen got them into position, she read the sensor reports of the system. What she saw shocked her.

      “Sensors indicate that there are four times more ships on the system plot than there should be. Verify those readings, now,” Tatianna ordered the comms officer.

      “Aye, ma’am,” replied the mousy lieutenant. After a pause, she reported back. “The analysis is correct. Ships of an unknown origin are in the system opposite us.”

      “Redo the scans, now! I want to know what we’re dealing with,” Tatianna ordered.

      Every member of the bridge crew jumped, performing tasks. They’re trying to look busy, she thought, even those whose jobs have nothing to do with the Kiev’s sensor arrays. She watched out of the corner of her eye as her command staff tapped away on their screens, rechecking their individual systems.

      “Well!” Tatianna said.

      “They’re jamming our ability to scan them, ma’am,” said Ensign Caldwell. “But by overlaying the jammed area with the rest of normal space, I was able to get a size reading for those ships. They’re massive, twice as big as our battle cruisers.”

      “Good thinking, Ensign. Send everything you were able to deduce to the Minsk. The fleet commander needs to see it.” Turning her head, she addressed her comms officer again, “Get me on the horn with the Minsk’s skipper.”

      “Right away, ma’am,” came the prompt reply. “Getting Captain Gorshkov on the line now.”

      While she waited for the line to activate, Tatianna repeated the mantra that she’d learned as a young girl in the housing projects. Take care of the Motherland, and the Motherland takes care of you. Just saying it brought her comfort, reminding her that the Party was with her. Once she’d calmed her nerves, she tried to remember everything she’d heard about the flagship of the 4th Fleet. It was pitifully little. Her recent transfer from the 17th Fleet left her out of the loop and unprepared to deal with the extreme situation they found themselves in.

      “Get a grip,” she muttered before the pinging fifteen-second warning of the incoming call brought her focus squarely on the situation at hand.

      “Captain, sorry for our delay… FTL issues. We scanned the system upon arrival and found some irregularities. I just sent a data packet to you. If you didn’t already figure it out on your end, then please ensure that it gets to the Admiral,” Tatianna said.

      “I’m looking now,” he said, pausing. “That was a good catch. It aligns with what our staff determined as well. Admiral Levin is attempting to electronically communicate with them. If that fails, he’ll address them with more primitive audio-visual signals.”

      “What about the colony fleet?” Tatianna asked.

      “What about them? If they jump back to the fleet station, they won’t have the supplies to continue the mission. We’ve got them holding back for now. Don’t worry. The colonists will tuck tail and run if they must.”

      “Should we—” she started to ask, only to realize that the comms channel had been cut. Guess he won’t hear my brilliant suggestion to send a few of our faster frigates to guard them.

      She wasn’t content to twiddle her thumbs, waiting for the admiral to communicate with the unknown fleet. Instead, she pulled up the command comms on her private screens. Her time with the Political Directorate served her well, giving her a backdoor onto the flagship.

      “Gotcha,” she muttered. Turning her head, she saw her crew sitting around listlessly. “Get to work!”

      After Tatianna set her crew to work spot-checking all of their assigned systems, she went back to observing the Admiral. The minutes dragged on as she watched the Minsk send geobytes of data at the unknown ships. Silence was their only answer.

      This isn’t going to work. Audio-visual it is.

      Her predictions proved prophetic, as Admiral Levin’s visage appeared on the bridge’s main view screen for the entire fleet to see. He stood rigidly in front of the flag of the Motherland, looking dashing in his black parade dress uniform. The bloodred piping stood out, the trim decorating every conceivable seam and cuff.

      “Unknown ships, this is Admiral Igor Levin, commander of the People’s 4th Fleet. You are in systems given to the PRPC under the terms of the People’s Diaspora Act. Please identify yourselves.”

      After several moments of silence, the Admiral repeated the message.

      Still crickets, not a good sign, Tatianna thought grimly.

      When there was no answer after ten minutes, the fleet commander was less genteel. His third and final message to the unidentified vessels had a decidedly more ominous undercurrent. It was layered with an aura of invincibility that seemed to permeate the flag officers, making it clear to everyone exactly what the People were demanding.

      “Incoming!” yelled one of her bridge crew.

      “Evasive maneuvers!” Tatianna called to the helmsman.

      An energy weapon from the unknown vessels hit one of their frigates, the Kara. The beam struck the ship’s bow. Time slowed as Tatiana watched, the bright light from the powerful weapon plowing straight through the Kara. The ship visibly shuddered in place as a flash of superheated particles punched down the length of her keel, causing the ship to explode. The frigate was dead in the void, the shattered detritus of her hull crashing into another ship in their formation as it spun out of control.

      “Fire!” Admiral Levin ground out across the fleet-wide channel.

      Tatianna’s gunners sat in stunned silence as the Kiev watched how things were playing out.

      “Return fire, curse you!” Tatianna called out to the sailor manning the bridge weapons station.

      “Aye, ma’am,” said Gunner’s Mate Alexei Popovitch.

      The Kiev’s main rail guns spooled up seconds later, firing their projectiles at the enemy. Tatiana watched as the rounds struck the vessel amidships, deflecting off their shielding. She gritted her teeth when her weapons had no visible effect. For several minutes, the two fleets engaged in a one-sided duel.

      We can’t keep losing ships at this rate! And we’re not even scratching the paint on their ships. We haven’t damaged a single enemy vessel.

      The void around the Kiev became littered with debris from their former comrades. She didn’t know a single one of them, but they were her people. A single tear trickled down her face as she studied the sensor reports streaming across her screen. While she searched for answers, for any solution to the dire straits they found themselves in, her guns continued firing.

      The Kiev shuddered in defiance as parts of her forward weapons platforms atomized under the onslaught of the enemy guns.

      Now it’s our turn, she thought grimly as the rickety destroyer rocked sideways from another explosive impact.

      While her helmsmen struggled to maintain their position in the line, unknown enemy weapons continued ripping chunks off the Kiev’s once-scarlet hull plating. Decompression alarms sounded, but they were little more than a nuisance for the crew already at battle stations.

      “Fire everything we’ve got,” Tatianna ordered.

      “That’ll drain our charging coils, ma’am! We’ll be sitting ducks for—” Popovitch started.

      “Enough! We’re already dead in the void, comrade. Right now, we’re merely buying time for our messengers to get away and warn the Politburo. Proxima Centauri must be protected at all costs. We won’t give another millimeter!” Tatiana said, her voice grave.

      Crack!

      Their massive main rail gun battery fired off another overpowered round. In the blink of an eye, it sent a large chunk of stabilized moscovium hurtling toward the enemy vessel. Tatianna clutched the arm of her command chair as she waited for the sensor reports. She watched the feed update her in real time. Her screens showed the projectile speeding across the screen. She watched as it bled a trail of ice crystals as the rapidly cooling superheated gas changed physical states.

      “Put the gun camera on the main screen,” she ordered.

      Staring intently, she watched her projectile slam into the enemy force field. The space around the projectile shimmered as neon-green light spread outward from the point of impact. The speed of the round bled off to almost nothing, but the round managed to push through the energy shield and impact harmlessly against the hull.

      “Fire secondary rail gun emplacement!” she ordered her gunner. “Redline it, push out every nanojoule of pure energy you can through those coils!”

      “We’ll risk a cascading critical failure that could destroy our ship!” said Commissar Lieutenant Chernova, his nasally voice pitched even higher than normal.

      “Enough! This is my bridge, my command!” Tatianna said, her voice icy. “If you want to reeducate us, it’ll have to wait.”

      She turned away from the Kiev’s political commissar, dismissing him from her mind. He was the sort of oily politician who had no place being on her ship, but the Admiralty had insisted, so she tolerated him.

      Nodding reassuringly to the gunner, she spoke firmly, “Fire, now.”

      The ship whined, its power flickering. Deck plating hummed as gun crews several decks below drew power from the ship’s overtaxed engines. A tense silence permeated the bridge, broken only by the shuddering from the Kiev as the round tore from the coiled rails of the secondary rail gun.

      “It’ll be okay,” Tatianna reassured her bridge crew. “We’ll go down in history if this works. Regardless, we can’t run. We must hold the line for the Motherland.”

      The gun camera view still occupied the main-bridge screen, capturing Tatianna’s attention. She watched as the moscovium round hurtled through space at the alien vessel. It impacted with the alien shield, causing another ripple of neon-green lightning to splinter outward from the point of impact.

      Come on, make it through!

      The dark-bluish-gray metal projectile maintained its momentum after impact, pushing through the energy bubble surrounding the vessel.

      “Bozhe moy,” Tatianna murmured, watching the round slam into the alien vessel.

      This time the Kiev’s round punched through the enemy ship, causing the surrounding hull plating to visibly buckle. The bridge crew cheered as the explosion on the vessel rippled along the ship. Tatianna stared intently, watching until the enemy vessel tore itself apart. It was over quickly. One minute a ship occupied the space, the next only a carcass remained.

      “They’re paper tigers,” said Popovitch, the shock evident in his voice, “counting on their shields to protect them.”

      “Comms, get me the Minsk on screen,” Tatianna said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” came the quick reply. “One second, ma’am. Here, ma’am.”

      The rotund officer appeared before her, his face unshaven and his normally immaculate dress uniform rumpled. He looked exhausted, more than this brief engagement could account for.

      “Captain Gorshkov—” she started.

      “How did you manage to destroy it?” Gorshkov asked, cutting her off. “Our rounds aren’t penetrating those strange energy shields.”

      “Redline your rail gun batteries, overpower your rounds to the max,” Tatianna said. “Hurry, before they figure it out and counter it!”

      “Understood, passing this along to the fleet,” Gorshkov said. Without waiting for her reaction, the flagship captain ended the transmission.

      Tatianna quickly turned her focus back to commanding her own ship. “Guns, how soon can I get another shot?”

      “Hours, at least. We popped several capacitors, ma’am,” Popovitch answered.

      “We’ll be dead well before that. Make it sooner. Cannibalize life support if you have to! I need those guns!” Tatianna ordered.

      “Aye, ma’am! I could tie the guns into the main engines,” Popovitch replied as he frantically skimmed through the screens on the monitor in front of him.

      “Make it so,” she replied.

      “You said they might figure out what we’re doing and defend against it,” Chernova said. “What does that mean?”

      “Check the sensor readings. They are using energy shields that fluctuate in predictable patterns. Our overpowered shots somehow managed to slip through at just the right speed. We can’t risk them figuring out how to counter whatever we did. We need to fire everything we’ve got before it’s too late,” Tatianna said.

      Ooogah, ooogah.

      The blaring sirens finally caught her attention, pulling Tatianna’s eyes from her sensor readouts as she waited for the gun batteries to prepare to fire again. A distinctive collision alarm sounded, something she’d only heard during drills. Checking her navigator screens, she saw the 4th breaking formation as the ships inside their box wedge were destroyed.

      “Helm, adjust three degrees up, five degrees port. Avoid the debris to the greatest amount possible,” Tatianna ordered the navigator, “but keep our weapons free to engage. That has to be our highest priority.”

      As she spoke, the Kiev shuddered under the impact of a sister ship. Skimming the incoming reports that were rapidly scrolling across her command interface, she saw her worst nightmare confirmed. The flagship, the Minsk, had just imploded. Detritus from her carcass peppered their starboard hull, raining destruction all along the points of impact.

      The fleet commander was onboard, she thought in horror.

      “Comms, put me on the fleet-wide channel,” Tatianna said grimly.

      When the junior officer at the communications station opened the channel for her, she addressed the remnants of the largest ad hoc fleet the Motherland had ever assembled.

      “Our flagship, the Minsk, is gone. I’m now the senior ranking officer, and I’ve assumed command. Immediately overcharge your rail guns and open fire,” Tatianna said then cut the comms link.

      There was a lull in fire as the surviving members of the fleet waited for their guns to overcharge. The Moskva and Kursk were destroyed during the lag time, costing the armada several more desperately needed rail guns in the fight against these unknown enemies.

      “Weapons are ready, Comrade Captain,” Popovitch said after ninety seconds had passed.

      “Fire,” Tatianna said as she stared at the screens in front of her.

      The knocking and clattering sounds got worse as the Kiev shook from the stress of repeatedly overcharging her guns. Tatianna ignored it all, her sole focus on the screen as they finally started taking out enemy ships.

      Half down, half to go.

      “Link your firing solutions to the Kiev,” she said to the fleet remnants.

      They waited another two minutes for the rail guns to recharge, losing five more ships.

      “Ready, Comrade Captain,” Popovitch said.

      “Fire!” Tatianna ordered her fleet.

      The results were less thrilling on the second wave. She watched as half of their costly moscovium rounds were deflected from the energy shields of their unidentified foe.

      “Guns, modulate the power fluctuation on the rail guns. Adjust the point of impact to hit at an angle. Fire the instant you’ve made the tweaks,” she said.

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” Popovitch said.

      Kaboom!

      An energy beam burst through the Kiev’s hull, piercing the dedicated engine powering their rail guns. The explosion rocked the ship, sending a shock wave shuddering down the keel and spidering outwards.

      “The explosion is cascading, ma’am!” Popovitch shouted nervously.

      “Can we contain it?”

      “Even if we don’t explode, we’ll be dead in the void,” Popovitch replied.

      “Damage Control, what are my options?” she asked.

      Ahooga, ahooga.

      “Shit, now what?” she asked herself as she skimmed her sensor arrays.

      Ahooga, ahooga.

      “Why are we getting the collision alarm again?” she demanded.

      “The power surge initiated the Kiev’s self-destruct sequence. It’s the abandon-ship warning,” her damage control officer told her.

      They won’t go to the life-pods until I give the order, she thought. Taking a deep, calming breath, she hit the comms button on her command chair. “Sailors of the Kiev, attention to orders. You’ve been a good crew, but our journey together ends today. Abandon ship, I say again, abandon ship… and go tell our comrades in the People’s Republic of Proxima Centauri, all of you who survive, that here, obedient to the Motherland, we lie. We died with honor!” Tatianna said.

      When none of the bridge crew stood to move toward their escape pods, she turned off the comms and turned to scan the room.

      “Everyone, to your pods. The Motherland will have need of you in the coming war,” she said grimly. When still none of them moved, she sucked in a full chest of air, bellowing out her words. “Now, people!”

      Her words had the desired effect. Her bridge crew ran out of the bridge toward their assigned pods, everyone except her gunner’s mate and political commissar.

      “Comrade,” said Popovitch, “if you’re going to hold the line so the lifeboats can make their escape, you’ll need help.”

      They came through for me in the end, she thought.

      “Thank—” she started to say.

      “No need to thank us, ma’am,” Chernova said as he slid into the engineer’s seat. “Before my promotion, I was an engineer. Rerouting power from the cascading overload into the guns. It’ll buy us some time. We might go out in a blaze of glory, but we’ll get off one more round.”

      “If I turn off the emergency shut-off governors, we can increase our yield by twenty-five percent. Once you give me the power, I’ll be ready to fire,” Popovitch added.

      “Prepare a firing solution for two targets. When you fire, I’ll roll the ship and give them our secondary rail gun,” Tatianna said, nodding.

      There must be a way to save these brave heroes for the Motherland.

      “Once we fire them, you two will take an escape pod and run. I’ll find a target and ram a third ship,” she said, her voice catching. “Send an update of our plans to whatever’s left of the fleet so we can synchronize our firing solutions. Order them to withdraw once they fire.”

      “Aye, comrade,” Popovitch replied. “But we could all get out of here. You don’t have to die, ma’am. You can remote detonate the ship.”

      “The emergency features won’t let me intentionally ram another ship by remote,” Tatianna snapped. “Focus on your tasks so you can get home in one piece.”

      Chernova interjected his situation update, “We’re ready to fire.”

      “Popovitch, get me fleet-wide comms.”

      Please let me say the right thing, she silently prayed. Don’t let me fail the Motherland.

      “Attention to orders,” she said to the fleet’s remnants. “You should have a firing solution. Once you fire your rounds, you’re to break formation and head for home at the best possible speed. Retrieve what escape pods you can en route.”

      A light on the screen in front of her flashed green as the other captains acknowledged her orders.

      “Fire!”

      As one, the remaining fifteen ships fired. A wave of exotic metal balls hurtled toward an enemy fleet that still outnumbered them two to one. Their rounds slammed into enemy energy shields. Lights flickered outward from the point of impact, collapsing the enemy shields. The impact from their metallic slugs was devastating. Targeted ships crumbled, imploding in giant fireballs. The debris from the destroyed vessels joined the maelstrom of death that slammed against the surviving ships.

      Enemy shields flickered again, this time from the micro-missiles that the carcasses of their comrades had become.

      “We did it!” whooped Popovitch, as they watched the screens in front of them.

      “Now isn’t the time,” Tatianna said to her small crew before switching to the fleet channel. “Roll your ships and fire again. Send the targeting solution now.”

      The fleet rolled. Three of her ships exploded from enemy fire before the maneuver was complete. Once everyone was in position, she ordered them all to fire. The surviving twelve ships, all that remained of the pride of Proxima Centauri, sent a last desperate volley at the enemy. Two rounds bounced off the energy shields, deflecting into the void of space. The other rounds struck with devastating effect. She almost didn’t know where to watch as her readings showed alien ships disappearing in real time.

      “For the Motherland,” Tatiana said grimly as ten more enemy vessels were snuffed out of existence.

      Looking over at her exuberant crew, she did the only thing she could to honor their courage and loyalty. “Escape pods, now,” she said.

      The commissar stared at her for a second, his silent eyes appraising her. “You’ll get the Order of Lenin for this,” he said, his voice filled with admiration and wonder.

      Her crew hesitated, staring imploringly at her, but in the end, she was left with a silent deck. Nobody spoke, but Tatianna knew the words weren’t necessary. Finally, her political commissar ended the tense moment with a quick nod. Then Chernova grabbed her remaining crew member by his shoulder and dragged him out of the compartment.

      “Fall back to the designated rendezvous location,” she ordered the surviving ships. “I’ll cover your retreat. Proxima Centauri must be protected at all costs. I’ve sent each of you a data packet for High Command. It’s been an honor.”

      Three of the surviving ships never got the chance to flee. Enemy rounds peppered their superstructures, destroying them. In the span of a heartbeat, three thousands of her comrades perished for the Motherland. Cursing, she pulled up the fire control interface. One look told her that the enemy was focusing on the fleeing ships, ignoring her.

      You’ll learn to regret that choice, she thought grimly as two more ships in her fleet were destroyed.

      Scanning through the readouts, Tatianna found the ship in the middle of the enemy fleet. It had to be the flagship of their flotilla. Using her docking thrusters to adjust course, she let her rail gun battery absorb the last gigajoule of energy from her engines. They would have just enough power in their capacitors for one more shot before she was dead in the void.

      “Not dead,” she muttered to herself. “Newtonian physics. Fire and charge, two birds with one dying gasp.”

      Time slowed down as she waited. Two more survivors from her doomed fleet were obliterated by the enemy’s superior firepower, entire ships gone before they could escape to warn their countrymen. The same tragedy repeated itself among the remnants of the shattered 4th Fleet, tearing at her soul.

      Ping, ping, ping.

      “Thank God!”

      The alert told her that her guns were ready.

      “Come on, think! Make this shot count. Maximize your area of effect,” Tatianna said, the sound of her own voice bringing her comfort. “Gotcha!” she whooped when she’d picked her final target.

      Aiming for one of the alien ships that’d gotten too close to another vessel in its armada, she fired. The moscovium round slammed into the energy shield, stalling momentarily as it impacted. The familiar scene replayed itself, lights flickering outward from the point of impact. Catching her breath, Tatianna started praying.

      “Please, Lord, let me protect the Motherland. Let our sacrifice matter. Let my shot ring true.”

      In the time it took her to pray, her round slowly wormed its way through their protective screens and impacted with the alien ship’s hull plating. The effect was minimal, not even registering on her sensors in the split second it took for their shields to reestablish themselves.

      It’s done now, nothing you can do. Focus on the final act.

      100 kilometers

      With grim resolve, Tatianna angled the Kiev onto an intercept course toward what she hoped was the alien flagship. Nudging the controls, she sent her last burst of power into the propulsion. Onboard lights flickered and faded. Life support failed as the last ounce of power drained from the engine coils. Artificial gravity failed next. Only the emergency powers kept her console sending her sensor readings.

      75 kilometers

      Clipping on the helmet of her emergency suit, she waited for the end. The Kiev inched ever closer to the enemy, closing the distance between the two ships. Time slowed for her, making it hard for her to gauge how fast they were actually going.

      “It can’t be too fast,” she reasoned. “We had to use our docking thrusters to get any speed out of this old girl.”

      Kareek.

      Fighting for control, Tatianna gripped the throttle tightly. The Kiev impacted with another alien ship, her bulky hull cutting through one of the alien ships they’d previously destroyed. Her ship scraped against the enemy hull, gouging the vessel’s carcass with ease. She cringed as she maneuvered, fighting her dying ship so she could get back on target. While she moved, she was forced to watch helplessly as another one of the People’s ships exploded from concentrated alien fire.

      Please, God, she silently prayed.

      50 kilometers

      As the distance closed, she tightened the straps on her restraint harness. She wanted to laugh in their alien faces as she destroyed their flagship. But either way, it would be one less enemy gun in the fight.

      25 kilometers

      “You were a good ship,” she whispered as she stroked the armrest of the command chair.

      Impacting with the alien shields was surprisingly anticlimactic. The Kiev shuddered, the bow of the ship crumpling under the weight of the impact, but the vessel didn’t stop. Her forward momentum propelled her through the flickering shield before granting her access to the vessel behind it. Removing her harness, Tatianna made her way toward her escape pod. Unsteady in the lack of gravity, she managed to reach the escape pod.

      Kareek.

      The sound of metal on metal echoed through her ship as she reached her pod. Another shudder rocked the ship as she opened the hatch. Lurching forward, she fell into the waiting jump seat of the cramped lifeboat. Struggling to buckle herself in around the shuddering, she reached up and slapped the button that closed the hatch. Once the door sealed, the small pod jettisoned from the dying Kiev.

      Centrifugal force kept her plastered to her seat, making it impossible to finish securing the harness. Staring straight ahead out of the viewing port built into the pod, she gleefully watched the explosion she’d caused. A wave of fire rippled down the alien ship before the lack of atmosphere snuffed it out.

      Tatianna cried as she looked past the ship she’d targeted. The remaining alien vessels were picking off the escape pods from the other survivors of the Kiev. Before she blacked out from lack of oxygen, she silently thanked God for letting her take her enemies with her to their inky graves.
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      Avalonian squire Dyron prepares to complete his astro-mule training but a surprise attack curtails everything. As he hunts the enemy in hopes of rescuing his mentor Lord Elis, he discovers a traitor.
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      Eighteen-year-old squire Dyron nervously ran a gloved hand over the gentle edges of his astro-mule. Up until now, all he’d been given were used and battered mounts that were more rust than metal. Even this one contained significantly less metal than he imagined. But it was his own.

      Dyron pulled off his gauntlet, the feel of the cold nano-fiber smooth around the exhaust port. 

      “Dyron, are you gonna caress that thing all day or break it in like a real Knight?” 

      He jumped at the intrusion. 

      It was Lord Elis, Knight of the Round, and the instructor Dyron had come to adore, despite his gruff attitude and general lack of respect for squires. 

      “I’m sorry, sir. All the ones I’ve ever ridden were old and—“

      “Pieces of junk. Why would we ever give you squires something like this until you’re ready? You have no idea how many fool-headed, cocky squires I’ve seen crash. I argued against you getting this, but the King…he overruled me.”

      Dyron smirked, instantly earning a scowl from Lord Elis.

      “The King sees a lot of potential in you, despite how he acts. I hope he’s right. I’d hate to have Avalonia’s defense in the hands of children who don’t know how to handle themselves.”

      “I’ll prove the King’s trust is not misplaced.”

      Lord Elis, taller than Dyron by at least half a foot and with graying hair and deeply creased skin, strolled toward him, his black cloak trailing behind. 

      “You’d better not. That reflects on me, and I won’t tolerate it,” he growled.

      “Yes sir.”

      “Now…get on and show me you know how to ride.”

      Dyron hopped on and slung his yellow cloak behind him. He lowered the visor of his helmet, which was fashioned to mimic those of ancient Earth medieval knights, though the comparison ended there. These contained a sophisticated communications network tied to their AI, Gwen.

      Slipping his gauntlets back on, he grasped the handles, twisting the right grip to start the machine. It hummed to life, gently rising from the ground. 

      “Race it around the track. You know the time to beat. Wreck it, and I’ll be sure to have you take the remnants to King Raghnall yourself. You might never make the Black then.”

      Dyron scowled at the suggestion. He’d wanted to don the black cloak of the Knights since he was old enough to walk. He thought the yellow squire cloak signaled to everyone else that he wasn’t worthy. It burned his ego, but he couldn’t let that stop him. Not now, not after training so hard. He would become a Knight.

      “I’ll be wearing the Black before you get your next recruits. I promise you that.”

      “Talk means little. Prove it.”

      Dyron accelerated across the black gravel toward the daunting road course and waited at the starting line. Nearly a mile long with jumps over water pits and obstacles he was required to navigate, the track was where many would-be Knights failed their training and did not advance to the elite group.

      He clicked the comms alive in his helmet, accessing Gwen.

      “Gwen, plot the curve trajectory for maximum velocity and obstacle avoidance. Put it on screen.”

      Soon a map of the track appeared on the inside of his visor. Gwen overlaid a thin translucent red line indicating his best possible course to gain the fastest time.

      “Perfect. Let’s make this happen.”

      Breathing deep, Dyron steadied his nerves. His next move could make him a Knight…or end in utter failure.

      The timer on the side of the track blazed bright red, and the countdown was on. 

      3…2…1…

      Dyron jammed the accelerator and tore off down the dirt track. His squad mates cheered wildly in his ear.

      The first turn loomed ahead, but he prepared himself and followed the line inside his visor.

      Dyron leaned into the turn, his armor-clad knee nearly scraping against the track. His yellow cloak flapped wildly behind him and the hilt of his nano-sword bumped his leg. His mule screamed, but he held steady. Coming out of the turn, the first timing station blinked green, meaning he was under par. The first jump loomed in the distance.

      Great, here goes! he thought. Perspiration ran down his back. He gripped the handles tighter. His arms ached and his back stiffened, but he wasn’t done yet. Thrusting the mule forward, he screamed toward the jump, the fence surrounding the track and everything beyond a blur at the edge of his vision. 

      Then…explosions.

      Back at the starting line, large plumes of smoke and debris rose in the air. The shockwaves radiated outward, covering the track. The screams of his squad mates were deafening over the comms. Caught in the moment of confusion, Dyron lost his grip on the handlebars and careened across the track. The astro-mule lost gravitational hold and flipped, sending him tumbling several times before landing face down in the turf.

      “Lord Elis? What happened?” Dyron asked in a weak voice over the comms when he had recovered himself.

      “Dyron! The squires are dead! Crudam…hurry! They’ve got—“

      Lord Elis went silent. 

      “Gwen, enhance vision,” Dyron commanded.

      Laying low to the ground, he gazed across the turf toward the starting line. Squires lay dead on the broken track.

      Three large Crudam, their adversaries from the eastern wastelands, held Lord Elis. They stood nearly seven feet tall. All had long, straight black hair and wore leather vests and brown pants. Crude weapons hung from their belts. Their gangly arms almost scraped the dirt. One of them ripped Lord Elis’s helmet off and smashed it on the ground. They dragged him off the track and disappeared behind a building.

      “Control! This is squire Dyron requesting immediate backup.”

      Gwen’s mechanical voice answered. “Squire Dyron. What is your emergency?”

      Dyron balled his hands into fists. “I need backup. Now!” 

      Racing to his astro-mule, he set it upright and turned on the ignition, hoping it would still function after the wreck.

      Fortunately, this wasn’t one of the practice mules, but a battle-ready mount built to last. It roared to life and he jumped on.

      “Control!” he called again, “Lord Elis has been taken hostage by three Crudam invaders. Leaving the practice track and heading northeast into the city. I had visual. Will continue to track them until backup arrives.”

      He’d fought the Crudam at the Battle of Great Loss three years prior. Standing alongside King Zerith when he was cut down by the brutes, Dyron vowed then as a wide-eyed new squire that he’d make the rank of Knight and spend the rest of his life hunting those ruthless killers. Little did he know they’d bring the fight into Avalonian lands and the capital, no less.

      He raced across the grass in a straight line toward his fallen squad mates. Their earlier cries over the comms unsettled him and he had to know if any survived. 

      The closer he got, reality sank in. It was clear they were all dead. Blood and body parts lay strewn on the track. He slowed for a moment to pay his respects, but the anger blossomed inside and there was still Lord Elis to save.

      Be well, my friends. May you pass quickly to the next life.

      He jammed the accelerator and raced off the track, following where the Crudam had taken Lord Elis. 

      Into the city of New Camelot.

      “Gwen, overhead visual. Track Lord Elis’s signal,” he commanded. Suddenly a red blip appeared on a map overlaid inside the visor of his helmet. They were two blocks north.

      Dyron considered blazing in and attacking the Crudam, but he was alone and the Crudam were fierce fighters. He wasn’t sure he could take all three. Besides, what if they killed Lord Elis in the process? 

      As long as he had a visual on them, he could stay back far enough to not rouse suspicion while tracking them.

      The tall brick and steel buildings lining the streets were constructed to appear like medieval towns but contained the highest achievement in technology. Still, with all the heightened surveillance and networked grids, no one paid a squire any attention as he rode his mule through the streets. Citizens strolling the sidewalks didn’t concern themselves with him passing by, instead pointing out clothes in shop windows or engaging in conversation. 

      Did they act like this when the Crudam came through?

      As big and different as they were, surely someone noticed.

      “Gwen, access local surveillance. Are there any reports of Crudam activity in the area?”

      It didn’t take her long to answer. “Negative. And no Crudam spotted on any surveillance after they left the track.”

      Damn! How’d they disappear?

      He continued tracking the red dot, wondering how they were getting away with such a brazen attack in the middle of the capital.

      Dyron followed the dot for close to an hour, calling occasionally for backup but receiving no reply.

      “Gwen, is there something wrong with the communications?” 

      “Control is currently experiencing an outage.”

      Great. I’m on my own. 

      At least he still had Gwen’s assistance. Control might be down, but the redundant relays built into Gwen’s system still worked. She was the lifeline of the military and protected at all costs.

      Dyron continued the chase but wondered if his initial plan to pursue without attack was a failure. There were only three Crudam. It wouldn’t be easy, but maybe he could take them. 

      He punched in a code on the astro-mule’s control screen, looking for the cannons. He found what he was looking for, but not the answer he wanted.

      “Of course. It’s supposed to be for practice. It’s not armed.”

      Realizing all he had on him was his nano-sword and shield, he continued the pursuit to rescue Lord Elis.

      The red dot left the city limits and traveled out to the eastern forest. The sun dropped lower in the sky and nightfall wasn’t too far off. If Dyron lost Gwen now, he’d never find Lord Elis.

      Suddenly, his comms blared to life, almost causing him to fall off the mule.

      “Squire Dyron, do you read? Squire Dyron, this is control. Can you read us?”

      Dyron’s heart skipped a beat. He clicked the comms alive.

      “This is squire Dyron.”

      A slight pause and the voice changed to a deeper, rougher voice.

      “Squire, this is Lord Remfrey.”

      Dyron winced. He hated the man. Harsh with his squires and unrelenting in his training, he had more dropouts than any other Knight.

      “Receiving, sir,” Dyron replied.

      “Squire, you’re the only one who knows what the hell is going on. We found your squad.” Another slight pause. “They were fine squires and deserved better. We know your location, but control can’t locate Lord Elis.”

      “Sir, I have him on my visor. I’ve been tracking him since the Crudam took him from the track.”

      “Why didn’t you say so to begin with?” A pause, then he broke in over the comms again. “The Crudam? Squire, are you sure about that? How the hell did they get this far into Avalonia without our notice?”

      Dyron shook his head. How was he to know?

      “You say you’re tracking Lord Elis? Why doesn’t he show up for control?”

      Again, Dyron had no answer. Lord Elis was just at the edge of his map and Lord Remfrey’s intrusion wasn’t helping his concentration.

      The comms clicked off, then Lord Remfrey returned. “Seems like our little glitch lost his signal and can’t reconnect. Only you know where he is. Do you have visual?”

      “No sir. I’ve stayed back to not engage. I only have my nano-sword and it’s still set for practice. The astro-mule’s cannons aren’t loaded either.”

      Lord Remfrey groaned, Dyron understanding the sentiment.

      “Why are you only armed with a practice sword? What the hell good is that?”

      Dyron shook his head and didn’t reply. Didn’t the man know anything about training?

      “We’ll activate your sword. I’m dispatching a squad to your coordinates. We’ve still got your signal at least. It is possible Lord Elis turned on the emergency connection to Gwen and the system’s outage lost his signal.”

      “Emergency connection, sir?”

      “Next to the shield activation on your gauntlet is a small black space. Hold your thumb to it for five seconds. You’ll have local access to Gwen and send a low frequency distress beacon.”

      “Sir?” He’d never heard of such a thing. Briefly glancing at the spot, it didn’t look special.

      “It’s a new modification we acquired from the Kekai of the Expanse that’s only recently been deployed. It’s not quite standard issue. We’ve had more problems with the system than anticipated, making me wonder what kind of second-rate tech those fish-skinned, water-loving people sold us. It’s been shared with the Knights on a need to know basis. You’ve just received your need to know. Now keep Lord Elis close. Use your heat vision if needed.”

      Dyron nodded as though he could see him.

      “Gwen, switch to heat vision, keeping Lord Elis in view.”

      The map erupted in a blaze of colors. The red dot was surrounded by darker red blobs on either side and two in front, all in a neat order as if…

      “Sir, I see them. I think they’re in a vehicle of some sort.”

      Could explain why they never showed on surveillance. Who would think anything of a Knight vehicle rolling through New Camelot? Hey, since when did the Crudam drive? If it’s not them, then who?

      “Good work. Keep an eye on it. Make sure you know where your enemy is at all times.”

      Another pause and Lord Remfrey returned. “You’ve done well, Dyron,” he said, the man’s words surprising him. “Most squires wouldn’t take on this pursuit.”

      “He’s a Knight, sir. Knights don’t back down from a challenge, and we never leave our own.”

      Lord Remfrey replied, “If only we had more like you.” Dyron swore he could hear the smile in the man’s voice.

      “Dyron, be careful. Don’t do something stupid. We want Lord Elis back, but we’ll want you back as well. The Crudam are dangerous, but I suspect you already know that. King Zerith would have been proud.”

      Dyron breathed deep at the mention of the fallen king. Zerith’s successor, his brother King Raghnall, hadn’t acknowledged Dyron other than through dealings with Lord Elis, who often reported how the King wanted the best for him.  

      “Thank you, sir. I will not let the Knights down.”

      “Remember to keep your distance and do not engage unless you absolutely have to. Don’t go playing the hero. You’re still a squire.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “We’ll be in touch.”

      The comms fell silent.

      “Gwen, reduce contrast by fifty percent.” The colors blinded him in the darkness and made his head ache.

      More determined now, Dyron sped closer to the red dot on the map, so not to lose sight of it.

      Dyron tracked the image until it stopped. He waited for it to move, and finally it did, but not as before. 

      The vehicle had stopped and the four others escorting Lord Elis kept moving. Were they walking? They all headed the same direction and then the images vanished.

      “Gwen! Where’d they go?”

      “No heat signature detected.”

      The red dot of Lord Elis winked out.

      Panicking, Dyron called out to Gwen. “Place the last known location of Lord Elis on the map.”

      The dot returned.

      “Plot fastest route to his location.”

      This might be the last chance he had to rescue Lord Elis. 

      With the heat vision on, Dyron took a chance and accelerated in the forest, knowing there was no one around.

      He came within fifty meters of the red dot and decided to hide the mule and go in on foot. At least then he’d gain the advantage of stealth.

      Tucking his mule under fallen branches and scattered leaves, he marked the spot on the map in his visor by looking at it and set off.

      Approaching the dot, he whispered to Gwen.

      “Switch to night vision.”

      The darkness was suddenly swathed in a greenish glow. 

      Ahead of him, a small armored transport bearing the marks of the Knights of the Round was parked outside a cave. It was older, and scratched and dented. Newer, more nimble models had replaced this antique. 

      Disgusted by what must be a traitor amongst the ranks, Dyron focused on the cave for any sign of activity. 

      He approached in the darkness. 

      On his way to the cave, he paused to catch his breath and plan his next move.

      A growl to his right made his heart leap in his chest. When he turned, the night vision blazed bright, blinding him. 

      A large animal rushed past him, knocking him over. He cried out and got to his knees, holding the hilt of his nano-sword and prepared for the attack. 

      The creature was gone. 

      What was that? 

      He waited. 

      Something is out there. Where is it? 

      He felt a slight sting on his chest. He ran a hand over it and pulled it away, the blood barely visible in the darkness. He swore, realizing he left the med-pack with the mule. Infection would set in soon if he didn’t hurry. 

      Outnumbered and overmatched, he decided to take action. By the time the squad arrived, he might be dead, but at least he’d have exposed the traitor.

      Dyron approached the cave, determined not to be taken unaware.

      “Gwen, enhance night vision sensitivity by twenty percent.”

      The green images turned brighter, defining more of the trees around him, even allowing him to read the idento-plate of the vehicle. He stared at it a moment, accessing the camera functions, and Gwen dutifully snapped a picture. 

      “Forward to Lord Remfrey. Let him know we have a defector amongst us.”

      “Done,” Gwen replied.

      He half-expected to be scolded for moving in, but he’d deal with that later. 

      Dyron carefully moved closer, listening for strange sounds and keeping his eyes wide open. Sweat ran down his forehead. His senses were on high alert.

      Stepping past the transport, Dyron approached the cave. So far, nothing moved. It seemed odd that the Crudam weren’t guarding it, but he prepared for the coming attack. He clutched the hilt of his nano-sword, caressing the button that would ignite the blade.

      A few more steps and he’d be inside the cave. He thought he could hear a human voice and several gruff Crudam voices. Whoever the traitor was, he was fluent in their language. His voice trailed off as though moving farther away.

      Thinking about Lord Remfrey’s revelation about Gwen’s hidden features, he took a chance.

      “Gwen,” he whispered, “can you translate their words?”

      “Affirmative.”

      A grin crossed Dyron’s face. “Gwen, turn on translation.”

      The voices were instantly replaced by electronic ones. They played in his ear in the common tongue. 

      “He’s worth at least twenty of those swords; maybe more,” one of the Crudam said. Another replied, “A Knight? He should fetch us at least a hundred!”

      Swords? Dyron thought. They killed an entire squad and kidnapped a Knight for weapons? Who would give our tech to these barbarians?

      What mattered was they now held a Knight, and it was up to Dyron to figure out how to free him and expose the human that had helped them.

      Dyron entered the cave, wary of a surprise attack from behind, but it didn’t come. Inching closer to the source of the voices, he hesitated. It was his undoing.

      “Intruder!” the tinny voice in his helmet called out.

      Dyron spun to see two Crudam warriors behind him, both wielding clubs.

      He clicked his nano-shield to life just in time to deflect their attack, the large round yellow shield forming instantly from the carbon dust embedded into his gauntlet. 

      They struck again and he parried the blow, lunging to the side, where he clicked on his nano-sword. Like the shield, the glowing yellow blade emerged out of thin air into a Knight’s deadliest weapon. He hoped Lord Remfrey got its settings switched in time.

      Dyron swung his blade at the exposed ribcage of the nearest Crudam, and the blade slammed against the Crudam, but failed to cut him.

      “Damn!” he cried out. Lord Remfrey’s orders were either not carried out or the lag in the system from the earlier outage still affected things. In either case, it was bad.

      Dyron deflected another club strike and slammed his sword on the Crudam’s wrist. He couldn’t cut it off, but he could hit it hard enough to make him drop the club, which he did. The Crudam pulled his hand back and shook it.

      He’d been struck like that in practice once, and though it hurt, it wasn’t fatal. 

      The other club-wielding Crudam swung and hit Dyron on the side of the head, the blow so hard it knocked him into the cave wall.

      A blinding light in his head temporarily stunned him, and he staggered backward with his shield up and his sword thrust out like a first-time squire about to find out he wasn’t prepared for the battle.

      The Crudam grinned and attacked, swinging his large wooden club clumsily at him. Fighting through the dullness, Dyron dodged the attack and rolled to the side. He swung his sword at the back of the giant brute’s knee and forced him to the ground.

      Knowing he was in grave danger, Dyron backed away from the two and hid in a dark corner of the cave, hoping to activate his sword. Without it, he was dead.

      He whispered softly, “Gwen, patch me into control. I need Lord Remfrey.”

      A few seconds later, a woman’s voice replied. “Control. Is this squire Dyron?” Her voice was loud in his ear.

      “I need Lord Remfrey. I need my nano-sword activated to lethal status immediately!”

      “One moment.”

      He growled, knowing he was nearly out of moments if they didn’t approve the request.

      “Squire!” the older Knight screamed over the comms. “What in the hell are you doing? I thought I told you not to engage the enemy!”

      “Sir, I had to. I found a Knight transport. Did you get my image?”

      The Knight clicked off the comms, then quickly returned. 

      Dyron’s nerves were frayed.

      “I’m looking at it now. Listen Dyron, if you were one of my squires, I’d string you up for this! You have got to be careful.”

      “Sir, I understand. Can you please activate my sword? It’s all I have, and Lord Elis is nearby. I can save him!”

      Lord Remfrey grumbled and yelled at someone else nearby to “activate the damn sword!” A moment later, Dyron noticed a slight buzzing in the hilt. It had to be on!

      “Thank you, sir. I can’t talk now. I’ve got Crudam to take care of.”

      “Dyron—“ 

      He clicked off the comms. He’d get yelled at later for that, but he had to live through this first.

      One of the Crudam warriors spotted him and grunted, running toward him with the club poised to strike. 

      Dyron jumped from the shadows and clicked his sword to life, hoping not to repeat earlier errors.

      The Crudam swung his heavy club and Dyron shifted to his right and sliced downward with the sword just above the elbow. 

      It worked.

      The deadly electrified carbon blade encountered little resistance as it sliced through flesh, muscle, and bone. The Crudam’s arm fell to the ground, leaving a bloody, useless stump. The brute screamed wildly, swinging with his remaining arm, and smacked into Dyron. The strong blow forced him back, but he caught his balance and remained on his feet.

      Clicking his shield to life, Dyron used it like a battering ram and pushed into the Crudam. His long arm reached over and clubbed Dyron’s neck and head. He fought through it and pierced the Crudam’s belly with his sword, pushing all the way through to his back.

      The Crudam roared and clutched at the blade with his free hand, only to nearly cut it off. He wailed and carried on, fighting the inevitable. During his dying breaths, the second Crudam followed his screams and joined in the fight.

      At first, Dyron didn’t see him and the Crudam shoved him off his partner, though it was far too late to save him. Then the Crudam jumped after Dyron. He blocked him with his shield and thrust out his sword.

      This warrior was more competent than the last and refused to get too close to Dyron’s deadly blade.

      Dyron didn’t realize the third Crudam he’d seen in the heat vision stood behind him until it was too late. The brute wrapped his arms around Dyron, the shield and sword winking out. 

      “Get off me!” Dyron screamed. 

      Unfortunately, the Crudam’s strong arms didn’t budge. He dragged Dyron kicking and screaming deeper into the cave.

      The Crudam flung Dyron into a small, dark room. He ripped off Dyron’s helmet and snatched the sword hilt from him, then slammed the heavy iron door shut.

      Dyron swallowed hard and gazed at the Crudam.

      “Let me go or face the wrath of the Knights of the Round!”

      The Crudam laughed.

      “No one can find you here, waterborne! You will die like the rest.” 

      Dyron slunk back, unaware any Crudam spoke the common tongue.

      The Crudam smacked the iron bars and mumbled words Dyron didn’t understand. As Dyron stared at him, he left.

      Dyron knew Lord Remfrey was right. If he would’ve remained back and waited for the Squad to arrive, they’d have had no problems overpowering his captors and rescuing Lord Elis. Getting captured was a mistake, and it was entirely his fault. Lord Remfrey tried to steer him right, but he let his ambition and impatience take control of his senses.

      He slammed his fists on the ground, angry with himself for his failures. Would a Knight do this? Would a true Knight disregard orders?

      Once free, if indeed freedom ever came, would he be allowed to join their ranks? He doubted they’d allow it now. Not after screwing up like this. He was only following his intuition. Little good that did.

      Stewing in his recent share of bad luck, Dyron leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes, trying to figure out how to free himself and rescue Lord Elis, but nothing seemed plausible. As his frustration mounted, he remembered the emergency access to Gwen. The Crudam took his helmet and sword but forgot his gauntlets. They were a key component of a Knight’s battle dress.

      He held his thumb to the black spot and waited. Nothing happened. 

      Damn! This has to work! 

      He wiped his hand on his pants and tried again. This time, his glove vibrated and Gwen’s voice called out to him.

      “Squire Dyron, emergency access granted.”

      “Shh,” he whispered. “Gwen, can you patch me to control?”

      “Routing signal through your helmet.” 

      Wherever they left his helmet, it must’ve been close enough for the emergency version to tap into. A moment later his wrist screamed to life.

      “Dyron?” It was Lord Remfrey, no doubt about ready to lay into him for his negligence. 

      “Yes, sir,” he quietly replied, shielding the panel with his hand in hopes of muting the voice. “Gwen, reduce audible output by fifty percent,” he whispered. 

      When Lord Remfrey spoke, it was significantly quieter.

      “Have you secured Lord Elis?”

      “No sir, not exactly.”

      “Now is not the time to give up on the mission. The squad won’t reach your last location for quite some time, so it’s up to you to finish what you should‘ve never started. You’re acting as a Knight, and the Knights never back down from a challenge.”

      Dyron held back the string of obscenities that crossed his mind. His sense of duty had propelled him here, but circumstances beyond his control landed him in this underground cell.

      “What would you have me do, sir?” Dyron grumbled back.

      “Get rid of the attitude to begin with. If you want to be a Knight, behave like one. Do you still have your sword?”

      Dyron stewed on his words, ready to scream back at him, but then thought better of it. He had a point. Honor and duty were more important than hurt feelings.

      “Dyron?”

      “No sir, I don’t. They took it and my helmet. They tossed me in a dungeon.”

      “Then how the hell…your emergency contact?”

      “Yes sir. It’s routed through my helmet. I assume my gear is nearby.”

      “That might work. If your nano-sword is within range, Gwen can direct it back to you. Maybe. The damn system doesn’t always work. The Kekai—”

      “Yes sir,” Dyron interrupted. He’d heard it once already and if he were to die soon, he didn’t want Lord Remfrey’s rehashing of the shoddy tech to be the last words he heard.

      “Damn it, squire!” 

      Dyron winced. 

      “Sir, how can I gain control of my sword?”

      “Ask Gwen to bring it to you. It should leap to your hand.”

      Dyron had never heard of such a thing, but it was his only option.

      “I’ll give it a shot, sir.”

      Dyron inspected the tunnel outside his door. His helmet and sword hilt were on the ground about twenty feet away. Waiting to make sure the Crudam were gone, he spoke quietly to his wrist.

      “Gwen, get my sword.” He watched in amazement as the hilt shuddered and rose. Then it spun and zipped across the tunnel into his waiting hand. Sweet! Thank you, Kekai!

      “Sir, I’ve got it!” Dyron said.

      “Great job! Now, use it to cut through the lock. It might take a little muscle, but I believe in you.”

      Dyron’s mouth hung open. The Knight he feared more than most all the others…believed in him?

      “Dyron, you still with me?”

      “Yes sir,” he finally replied.

      “Ok. Now get to work on that lock.”

      Resolved to finish, Dyron followed orders and quietly stepped to the iron bar door.

      Igniting his nano-sword, he plunged it in the lock as if it were the heart of an enemy. It sparked and resisted. The wound on his chest throbbed, but there was nothing he could do about it at the moment.

      “Keep at it. When this is over, you’ll need a new nano-sword, but that won’t be a problem,” Lord Remfrey said.

      Dyron held steady, worried the Crudam would return before he was done.

      The iron began to glow orange as the electrified carbon worked through the lock. Sweat poured down Dyron’s face. The muscles in his arms burned. 

      “Keep at it, Dyron!”

      Dyron followed the curve of the lock, separating it from the rest of the door. As he neared the end, it fell off.

      “I got it, sir,” he said breathlessly.

      “Great work!” Lord Remfrey replied.

      The words of praise strengthened Dyron’s resolve and gave him a sense of belonging. All he’d ever wanted was to be a Knight, and he was proving to himself that he truly belonged among their ranks.

      Peering into the dark tunnel, he didn’t see anyone. He rushed to his helmet and slammed it down on his head. Accessing Gwen’s external camera, he turned it on to give Lord Remfrey and control a visual of his situation. Gwen had turned on the night vision inside the helmet, casting everything in a green glow. 

      “We’ve got visual. Looks clear. Try the right,” Lord Remfrey said.

      Dyron slowly worked his way through the tunnel. It ended in another cell, but it was empty, and the door hung open.

      “At least we know what’s down this way. Try the other and be ready,” Lord Remfrey said.

      Dyron clutched the hilt of his nano-sword with an iron grip. Slowly he passed his former cell and worked his way down the tunnel.

      It ended in a turn. He leaned against the wall, peering around the corner.

      A small torch blinded him, the bright green glow from the night vision reacting to the sudden light. He pulled back.

      “Gwen,” he whispered, “turn off night vision. Use the heat vision and reduce the contrast to fifteen percent. I need just enough to see but not be blinded.”

      The green night vision disappeared, and everything turned dark. He peered around the corner again and the torch glowed red in the enhanced view but was tolerable. Across from the torch were two large figures. Crudam, he thought and then two smaller people. Most likely Lord Elis and whoever the traitor was.

      “I’ve got visual. Two Crudam and two humans,” he quietly spoke into the comms.

      “Good! We’ve got them on screen. Try to capture the human alive. We need to know why he’s turned on us,” Lord Remfrey replied.

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Dyron, you can do this. Trust in your training and let your instincts guide you,” Lord Remfrey said.

      Dyron swallowed hard, clicked on his shield, and ran into the light.

      Dyron’s sudden appearance created instant confusion. The Crudam were caught off guard and he sliced through the belly of one before they could react. The humans screamed, though Dyron didn’t know if Lord Elis was among them.

      “Gwen, restore normal vision!” Dyron commanded. She eagerly complied, though the actual image wasn’t much better. The sudden burst of color on his visor overwhelmed him. 

      The dying Crudam clutched at his stomach, blood pouring out. His companion pulled a dagger from his leather belt and slashed at Dyron. He blocked the blade with his shield, swinging it upwards to catch the large brute in the chin. Blood splashed across Dyron’s visor and the Crudam staggered. Dyron pushed harder, hoping to finish him off, but the Crudam regained his composure and thumped Dyron’s helmet with his massive hand. The blow forced Dyron to pause, the ringing in his ears growing intense.

      Behind him, Lord Elis cried out his name. “Squire Dyron!” He was quickly silenced.

      In his comms, Lord Remfrey did his best to direct Dyron’s moves, pointing out dangers, but the constant screaming detracted from his concentration.

      “Gwen, mute channel!”

      The voices ceased and he could think straight.

      The wounded Crudam punched him in the stomach, his fist deflected slightly by the shield. Dyron swung his nano-sword.

      The blade sliced into the Crudam’s upper arm, his flesh no match for the blade. The Crudam bellowed loudly and frantically punched at Dyron, though he protected himself with the shield and most of the blows landed harmlessly on it. The Crudam continued, the weight of his punches drove Dyron backward until he was against the cavern wall. With no leverage and nowhere else to go, Dyron breathed in deep, preparing himself for a final attack.

      He was vaguely aware of the man pulling Lord Elis back from the fight. He seemed small for a Knight but there was no time to assess further until the Crudam was finished.

      Dyron cried, “For Avalonia!”

      The Crudam took a step back and laughed.

      Dyron hesitated, not understanding the Crudam’s reaction. But then the brute narrowed his eyes, brandished his dagger, and mocked Dyron. His deep voice cried out a rough translation of the common language. “For Avalonia!” 

      The Crudam took one step and was on Dyron, his fist pummeling him as he poked and prodded with the dagger in his other hand, looking for an easy entry and a swift kill.

      Dyron deflected the first few dagger attacks, but he couldn’t keep it up for long. The Crudam was much larger and stronger. Dyron had to do something quick or he’d not have to worry about ever becoming a Knight.

      He watched carefully between strikes and realized his best chance was to aim low, maybe incapacitate a leg, and finish him off.

      The Crudam punched and stabbed with his dagger, a regular pattern developing that Dyron anticipated. His arms and shoulders ached fiercely as he defended against the much larger Crudam’s constant pummeling. 

      Then the opening presented itself. The Crudam’s body turned slightly, exposing the back of his leg. Dyron swung quickly and caught the Crudam’s Achilles. The nano-blade sliced into the tendon. His knee buckled and he lost his balance, falling to the ground in a loud wail of pain. 

      This was the chance he’d been waiting on. It was now or never.

      Dyron pulled his sword back and swung hard for his exposed neck. The Crudam screamed and flung his hands wildly when the blade cut through his neck. The large brute fell forward, his screams silenced.

      Dyron swung around, focusing all his attention on Lord Elis. 

      The traitor held a small nano-dagger to Lord Elis’s throat, a wild look in his dark eyes. The man holding him was a few inches shorter and old; close in age to Lord Elis. He had short black hair peppered with gray, and Dyron didn’t recognize his angular face.

      “In the name of the King, I command you to release Lord Elis!”

      The man sneered. “I need him! The king is a fool! You all are! The planet is doomed! Soon you’ll all be dead and will only have yourselves to blame for ignoring the warning! He’s my ticket out. I won’t be caught in the middle of the coming disaster. I’m leaving this place.”

      Dyron had no idea what he was talking about, but that was for the King and his court to decide. Right now, all he cared about was securing Lord Elis. The Knight’s eyes were wide and sweat ran down his face. He scowled as the man holding him threatened Lord Elis’s soft neck with the deadly blade.

      “Let Lord Elis go, and I promise you will have a fair trial,” Dyron replied.

      “Fair? You’re just as blind as the rest of them! Nothing’s fair here. Is it fair that we face extinction, and no one does a thing about it?” Spit flew from the man and landed on Lord Elis.

      Dyron assessed the situation and quietly plotted his plan of attack.

      “I offer my last warning. Let Lord Elis go, or face the consequences.”

      The man laughed. “From a squire? I doubt it! The Crudam were too stupid to realize your tenacity would outlast their brute strength, but I’m not a fool. I’ve been trained myself. You’re deadlier than they gave you credit for, but still no match for me.”

      Dyron whispered in his helmet, “Gwen, prepare to guide my sword when I release the handle. Do not strike Lord Elis! Aim for the man’s arm.” 

      The man squinted at him. “What are you doing? Those fools telling you what to do? Did they tell you my name is Lord Rolf? Have they shared how they ruined my family and forced me to remain a Knight when I wanted to leave? The Kekai offered me a transport, but the Knights wouldn’t let me go. No, I doubt they’d share that.” He pointed the dagger at Dyron. “You tell them I am leaving! None of this is right. They’re lying to all of us!”

      “So, you will not yield?” Dyron asked.

      “No, I won’t,” Lord Rolf snarled.

      “Then you are an enemy of the King, and I have no other choice. Gwen!”

      Dyron flung his blade at Lord Rolf, hoping Gwen’s abilities were true. The blade crossed the cavern and sliced through Lord Rolf’s arm, forcing him to drop the dagger, the blade retracting into its hilt when it hit the ground.

      Dyron rushed the men, brandishing his shield in front of him. He struck both of them, but Lord Rolf took the worst of it and fell back against the wall. Lord Elis crumbled to the ground, coughing and scrambling to get out of the way.

      With his shield, Dyron continued to bash at the deep gash in Lord Rolf’s arm. The man cried out in agony, trying to cover the wound with his other hand, unable to stop Dyron’s furious attack.

      Lord Rolf slid to the floor, screaming and wildly kicking.

      Dyron retrieved his sword and ignited it to life.

      “You’re coming with me,” he growled. 

      “Dyron, hurry!” Lord Elis interjected. “More Crudam are on the way. If we don’t leave now, we’ll be outnumbered, and I have no weapon to assist!”

      “I was told to bring him back with me.”

      “Then hurry! Once the Crudam realize I’m gone, they’ll waste no time killing him.”

      Dyron held his sword pointed at the man, resisting the urge to kill him on the spot. Treason had no place in Avalonia. 

      “Get up,” Dyron said. Lord Rolf grimaced as he pushed himself off the floor with his good arm. 

      “You’re all fools! Your great King Raghnall isn’t all that wonderful. He’s been lying to you, same as his brother did.”

      Dyron punched the man for insulting King Zerith. Lord Rolf rubbed his chin and smiled. “I see you’re still loyal to a dead man. Loyalty gets you killed, boy.”

      This time, Lord Elis punched Lord Rolf. He then pulled his own belt off and tied Lord Rolf’s hands behind his back. “No more from you. You’ll see justice soon enough. Dyron, get us out of here. I expect they’re already on the way.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Dyron navigated the tunnels with ease until they emerged from the cave. “We can take the transport back. It’ll be the fastest way. I’ve got a mule hidden back there,” he said, pointing to where he’d left it, “but it can’t take all of us. We’ll have to retrieve it later if we can.”

      They shoved Lord Rolf into the back seat with Lord Elis watching over him. Dyron climbed in the driver’s seat and took off, all the while Lord Rolf berating them with ridiculous accusations against the King.
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      Soon after arriving back at New Camelot, Lord Rolf was put on trial. With the visual evidence from Dyron’s camera combined with the raving madness Lord Rolf spewed, he was removed from the ranks and thrown in the dungeon after a speedy trial. It was also the last time Dyron had seen Lord Elis.

      Several days after the trial, Dyron decided to check on Lord Elis. On his way, he was surprised by two royal guards. Both were dressed in deep crimson armor with long flowing cloaks and sword hilts attached to their belts.

      “Squire Dyron?” the one on the left asked. 

      “That’s me,” he replied. 

      “King Raghnall requests your presence immediately.”

      Dyron sighed. He knew he’d have to meet with the King personally to give an account of the situation. He only hoped Lord Remfrey wasn’t there. He’d already heard plenty of grumbling from the Knight for muting him while in the tunnels and ignoring his command not to attack.

      The guards didn’t wait for a reply and spun on their heels. He quickly followed them, preparing himself for the King’s inquiry.

      Once inside the castle, the guards led him to the throne room. Dyron’s eyes grew wide as he entered.

      The King sat on his sleek metallic throne flanked by Lord Elis on one side and a retinue of ten Knights on the other.

      “My liege,” Dyron said, bending a knee.

      “Get up, squire. This is your time,” the King replied. Dyron stood and slowly approached the King. He glanced at Lord Elis, but his stoic face gave nothing away.

      King Raghnall rose from the throne. 

      “Squire Dyron, by all accounts, you’ve proven yourself worthy to be a Knight. The bravery you’ve shown and the determination to secure the release of Lord Elis is something to behold. I’m told Avalonia would do well with more Knights like you.”

      Dyron was at a loss for words. This was the last thing he expected.

      “By the recommendation of not only Lord Elis, but Lord Remfrey—” 

      Dyron noticed Lord Remfrey standing at the end of the line of Knights. The older man beamed like a proud father, the opposite of the rough voice directing him through the rescue.

      “You are to be confirmed as a Knight of the Round! Now, you may bend your knee.”

      A flood of emotions raced through Dyron. This is what he’d wanted all his life! Gaining this title meant everything to him. A tear ran down his cheek as he bent his head in front of the King.

      The sound of a nano-sword blazing to life forced him to look up. The King stood with what was once King Zerith’s blade, Excalibur, blazing bright red in his hand.

      “Do you trust your King?”

      Dyron nodded but kept a wary eye on the deadly blade. 

      “Do you commit to serving the Kingdom and its people from dangers both domestic and foreign?”

      Dyron nodded. “I do.”

      “Do you commit to upholding the values and honor of a Knight in all situations?”

      “I do.”

      “Then I dub you Lord Dyron, Knight of the Round.” 

      Dyron watched carefully as the King placed the nano-sword on his shoulder. Instinctively he flinched, waiting for the blade to cut into him. When it didn’t, a sigh of relief came over him, realizing the settings had been turned to practice. The King tapped his other shoulder. Two Knights brought a black cloak, the formal sign of a Knight, and stood behind him. The King nodded and they removed the yellow squire cloak and replaced it with the black one. 

      Dyron’s pride bloomed. No more shame. No more worries that he’d be disrespected because he was a squire. 

      He was a Knight.

      He looked up at the King, who smiled warmly back at him. “Rise, Lord Dyron!”

      Dyron stood on shaky legs and the Knights cheered the new brother amongst their ranks, Lord Elis cheering the loudest.

      “Lord Dyron, Lord Elis will take you to your new quarters and prepare you for your assignment. Two squads will be under your command. I have no doubt you’ll bring them up as noble Knights like yourself. Well done, Lord Dyron,” the King said. Dyron’s pride took a slight hit. Knights commanded four squads, not two, but now was not the time to wonder why the King didn’t deem him worthy.

      The Knights surrounded him, welcoming him and clapping him on the back. Everything had happened so fast! He had little time to relish his new title as Lord Elis whisked him away, ready to bring him into the fold and prepare him for whatever dangers may come. 

      Lord Rolf bet his life on an unfounded conspiracy and was now locked in a dungeon to rot away. But if he was willing to go that far with his beliefs, maybe there was something to his claim, no matter how wild it seemed.

      Whispers of Crudam incursions into Avalonia and even Fiorian lands had grown steadier. Their allies the Fiorians might one day call upon the Knights for help. Whenever that time came, he determined his squads would welcome the challenge.

      Lord Dyron, Knight of the Round, would be ready to wield his blade for his liege and his people in the name of honor and duty.
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      Lieutenant George ‘Trick’ Mayfield was the first earthling to meet the extraterrestrials and, besides heartless, Trick found them to be, out of this world, strange.
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        1

        Diplomatic Greeting

      

      

      The brass called it a scorched-earth policy. Usually, scorched earth referred to the military strategy of a retreating army destroying food, spare gear, vehicles, and munitions. Any equipment or feature an enemy could use that might be useful.

      Scorched earth was redefined when the spaceship dropped into orbit. It wasn’t as if the arrival surprised us. Our sensors picked it up when the strange vessel passed Mars. At one hundred forty-two million miles, the government assumed we had time to arrange a diplomatic greeting for the visitors.

      They made the journey in two days. And introduced themselves by burning earth’s major cities and creating a Venn diagram of destruction for cities located close together. The scorching of anything useful to the extraterrestrials puzzled the surviving humans.

      There was no defense and the sudden attack, hampered by our own regulations, limited our offense.

      The bombardment by rays from space did help us in making a few assumptions about the aliens. They had not taken time to study humans. Unlike hive creatures, people spread out. Only fifty-five percent of humans lived in urban environments. The rest were in rural areas or dispersed in space. Plus, our military facilities were removed from population centers.

      We grieved while climbing to our feet, preparing for the next visit. Another misjudgment concerned the vindictive nature of humanity. The aliens didn’t realize they had only thrown the first punch.
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      “You expect me to fly that?” Lieutenant George ‘Trick’ Mayfield demanded.

      “Of course not,” a tech in a white lab coat replied. “It’s a mockup. Your craft is being poured and molded on a manufacturing station.”

      “And we know this will be effective,” Mayfield inquired, “when the hot burritos return?”

      “Lieutenant, please do not refer to the extraterrestrials in common vernacular,” a scientist in a tweed jacket scolded. “Their official designation is C.B.B., Compartmentalized Blister Beings.”

      “Because their energy weapons create bubbles of flesh, iron, and concrete,” George Mayfield remarked. “Haven’t you ever pulled a burrito out of a microwave? Those hot bubbles of sauce will scald your mouth.”

      “Despite your flippant attitude, Lieutenant Mayfield, I have been instructed to explain the origin of your fighter,” the scientist stated. “When teams went into the rubble, they discovered novel items.”

      “Cockroaches, right,” George Mayfield offered. “I’ve heard that after the next war, the only living things will be cockroaches. So, bugs?”

      “No, Lieutenant,” the aggravated scientist corrected. “In the mounds of smooth rubble, they uncovered panes of glass, intact bottles, and amorphous silicon.”

      “Amorphous what?” George questioned.

      “Solar cells,” another technician in a green lab coat explained. “On a molecular level, amorphous solids resemble liquids in form.  We can create amorphous ice by rapidly cooling water. Under a microscope the molecules will be in disarray and not in the crystalline arrangement of a solid.”

      “Based on the discoveries, we have deduced that an amorphous fighter-bomber will be impervious to the alien rays,” the scientist informed George. “Of course, we have no way of testing the theory.”

      “Hold on,” Mayfield begged. “Let me get this straight. My fighter will be made of flash-frozen water.”

      “No Lieutenant, not ice,” the scientist informed him. “Your weapons’ platform will be made of glass.”
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        The Turnabout

      

      

      “Flight leader to Pumpkin Coach,” Alice ‘Maximus’ Smalley radioed to her flight. “Bank right around orbital station. Break formation and contact flight control for landing instructions.”

      “Maximus, where do you want Cinderella,” George Mayfield inquired.

      “Trick, bring your glass slipper in behind me,” Alice directed.

      The flight of five lined up and, one by one, they dropped into the stations’ intake tube.

      “Nice work people,” Alice complimented her pilots as the fighter-bombers lowered onto sleds. “We’ll debrief then drinks are on Trick.”

      “Why me, Captain Smalley?” George asked.

      “Because your slow hunk of flying glass put us at the bottom of the squadron’s range time,” Smalley replied.

      Sleds whisked the five warships through the Space Force deck. Deeper into orbital station, the five taxied to the Space Peace Keeping Element area. Or, as the pilots for the strike division of Space Force called it, the Spike.

      “It’s not my fault the specs say handle with care,” Trick said, defending his flying and weapons’ platform. “No one knows how much stress the frame can take before it shatters.”

      “And the way you’re flying Cinderella, you never will,” Alice responded. “And that, Trick, is why you are buying.”

      The first fighter-bomber of Pumpkin Coach flight touched the dock and the sled settled to the deck. Before the pilot had an opportunity to unbuckle or the second warship to reach the dock, all five received a warning.

      “Remain in your ships during arming and refueling,” combat control alerted the pilots.

      Three of the sleds stopped and settled on the taxiway. Lieutenant Mayfield’s glass warship continued toward the dock.

      “Combat control. What’s the mission?” Alice radioed.

      “Stand by, Maximus,” the controller responded.

      While George Mayfield’s sled continued to the dock, resupply sleds converged on the other four fighter-bombers.

      “Maximus, those are the real deal,” one pilot observed. His display showed ten live missiles with explosive warheads on the rails and two laser guided bombs being installed in his weapons bay. “This isn’t a drill.”

      “Stay off the radio until we know what’s going on,” Captain Smalley chastised the pilot.

      But she as well watched in fascination at the munitions being loaded. All their range runs used measured electronic impulses from simulated missiles and bombs. Never in her time with the Spike had command actually armed her weapons platform.

      Trick felt the bump and drop of the docking and settling sled. His glass ship was only clear on the inside. The scientists added lanthanum oxide to the silica sand making the exterior as reflective as a pair of eyeglass lenses. Plus, they tossed in iron and chromium-based chemicals to color the two layers of the exterior skin green.

      “Lieutenant Mayfield, open the hatch and step out,” combat control ordered.

      Trick was tempted to scan the dock to see what waited for him. But, a pulse inside a station was frowned on by command. He released the hatch and stood.

      A baggage cart with a curtain and five technicians stood expectantly on the dock. If Trick didn’t know they were waiting for him, he would assume he docked at a maternity ward. The techs hopped from one foot to the other and some rubbed their hands together in anticipation.

      ‘This can’t be good,’ George thought while stepping onto the glass wing of his warship.

      He bent a knee, lifted a leg, and kicked the hull with the toe of his flight boot. In response, the glass gave a satisfying ping as if he tapped an oven-proof borosilicate glass cooking container with a metal spoon.

      “Lieutenant, we have asked you not to do that,” a technician reminded Trick.

      “If this amorphous fighter can’t take a punch,” George advised. “I’d rather find out here at the dock, rather than out in space.”

      “Strip off your flight suit,” another tech ordered.

      They pulled a suit of armor from the baggage cart. Not metal plates as worn by a knight in shining armor but, a suit composed of glass sections with articulating joints.

      “Not only is it space worthy,” a specialist informed Trick. “You have all the controls for the ship in the suit.”

      The team snapped, strapped, and fitted the pieces to his torso and limbs.

      “Why the duplication?” Mayfield inquired.

      “Well, Lieutenant, it’s like…” one tech started to answer but his voice faded.

      “Come on, someone speak up,” George urged. “Don’t keep your amorphous pilot in suspense?”

      “The warship is modular,” a senior specialist explained. “If it disassembles, you can control sections via a microwave link to the segment you need.”

      “If the glass slipper falls apart,” Trick questioned, “what section would I need?”

      “Tests show you would want the engine,” the senior tech answered, “to tow you to the nearest platform or station.”

      “You expect me to body surf across the galaxy behind an internal ion motor?” Trick Mayfield asked. “Like Helios, the ancient Greek Sun God, driving my chariot across the sky?”

      “We just wanted to give you a little peace of mind,” the specialist offered.

      He bent and snapped a leg piece on and then tugged at the joint.

      “It’s not helping,” Trick responded. “I’m flying an unproven glass ship around in space. Thank goodness the aliens are gone.”

      The moment Lieutenant George Mayfield said it, the five techs froze. Almost as if to move would acknowledge Trick’s remark.

      “I’m just kidding,” George assured them.

      “How did you know, Lieutenant Mayfield?” the senior specialist asked.

      “Know what?” Trick inquired.

      “That the C.B.B. are coming back,” he stated. “It’s why you are getting a suit designed to blend in with your fighter-bomber.”

      “Isn’t that just perfect,” Trick Mayfield remarked.
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      The Cheyenne Mountain Complex buzzed with activity. In a soundproof room off the main control floor, General Chet ‘Laser’ Dodge paced the floor. While his feet ambled the same path over and over, the General’s eyes watched the big board through a window.

      “I am the fifth and possible last Tsar of the Space Force,” General Dodge offered.

      “No one is blaming you, sir,” Communications Director, Colonel Dwight Peters informed his boss.

      “They came from space and murdered fifty-five percent of the human race,” Dodge shot back. “They waltzed through my command, parked in orbit, and destroyed millions of lives and entire cities. Yet you say no one is blaming me.”

      “It’s the budget and the limitations imposed on the Space Force by the treaties,” Peters suggested. Then he held up a hand to hold the General’s attention while focusing on his earpiece. After a moment of listening, he squared his shoulders and announced. “We have another contact.”

      “What contact?” Dodge questioned.

      “The alien ship has come from around the sun,” Peters reported. “It’s headed directly toward earth.”

      “Get me an appointment with what’s left of the Senate,” Dodge instructed while starting for the door. Then he froze, turned, and ordered. “But first, alert the Spike. Load a flight and send them to intercept the aliens.”

      “Arming spaceships without authorization,” Dwight Peters warned. “will cost you your position.”

      “Colonel, if we aren’t prepared this time,” Dodge advised. “There won’t be a command to be fired from. Send the order.”

      “Yes, sir,” Peters acknowledged.
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      “People, the Compartmentalized Blister Beings were hiding behind the sun,” flight leader Alice Smalley informed her flight. “Our sensors lost their ship in the corona.”

      “They parked on the surface of the sun?” Trick questioned.

      “No, Lieutenant Mayfield, they were just behind it,” Maximus described. “Our scientist and the Space Force specialists identified the ship as soon as it came around old Sol.”

      “How long does earth have before the next attack, Maximus?” Mayfield inquired.

      “Thirty-three hours,” Captain Smalley radioed back. “That’s why we are burning fuel to intercept them. We will terminate the threat before they kill more humans.”

      “What were they doing behind the sun?” Mayfield asked.

      “Stay off the radio, Trick,” Maximus advised. “Let’s keep the channels open for updates.”

      

      
        
        3

        Space Assault

      

      

      Cocooned in the ion flow of the exterior drive, the five fighter-bombers shot away from orbital station. The clocks onboard spun out of sync. One tracking space and time while the other ran backward keeping pace with earth time.

      Nine hours after going external, they fluttered power until the clocks matched and they evolved to internal drive.

      “Pumpkin Flight, status report?” Alice requested.

      Three of her pilots reported all systems normal.

      “Lieutenant Mayfield are you up?” the flight leader asked. “Trick, this is Maximus, come back.”

      She feared the glass ship had broken up during the evolution. Then Lieutenant Mayfield’s voice burst from the speakers.

      “Maximus. Cinderella came up short,” George reported. “I am behind the flight. Should I go external for a burst and catch up?”

      “What is the status of your ship?” she asked.

      The transition between drives could compress or elongate a metal ship causing breaches. Unknown was what the stresses of a bad snap would do to a rigid glass structure. Shatter it, which would kill Trick. Or melt down, another possibility spelling death for Lieutenant Mayfield.

      “Sensors reported a few cracks,” Trick advised. “But the safety fluid system has sealed them.”

      Captain Alice ‘Maximus’ Smalley shook her helmeted head from side to side. The safety system consisted of a film of water under the exterior panes. Cracks allowed water to reach the surface of the hull where it froze creating ice caulking. In her opinion, the system was not safe or sturdy enough to warrant another evolution.

      “Do not risk it, Trick. Stay back and track the alien’s path,” Alice ordered. “If it gets by us, the job is all yours.”
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      Lieutenant Mayfield cursed while dialing up the trajectory of the alien vessel. Flying the glass slipper had been a lark. As the Spike’s best pilot, he relished the challenge and accepted the personal danger. But he hadn’t expected to be on the temporary assignment when the enemy spaceship returned. The big show was happening at the edge of his shipboard sensors. And most hurtful of all, he sat in reserve instead of flying wingman for Maximus.

      “Be a test pilot, they said,” Trick whined. “It’ll be fun and there is extra pay, they said. No one told me, I wouldn’t be there protecting Captain Smalley’s flank when the curtain went up.”

      He busied himself running system checks. In the armor, his movements were restricted and after struggling to reach switches, he sat back and dialed up the ship in his head’s up display. Lieutenant Mayfield discovered it was much easier to control the glass warship through his suit.

      “Pumpkin flight,” Alice’s voice came over the speaker. “Arm your missiles.”

      Trick threw power into the internal drive. Despite the rattling of the ion cannons against the glass engine wall, he maintained the power until Pumpkin Flight came up clearly on his sensor panels.

      “Put a spread of five missiles in the vessel’s path,” flight leader Smalley directed. “Then, when it drops velocity, hit it broadside with the other five. You are weapons free. Good luck.”

      Trick mouthed good luck, aping the sentiment back to his flight leader and his fellow pilots. They were placing twenty missiles in front to slow the alien’s progress. Then the Flight would shoot another twenty missiles into the side of the alien spacecraft before delivering eight smart bombs to the target.

      Maybe, just maybe, there would be a few large sections of alien ship passing down range so Trick could get in a lick. But he wasn’t holding out much hope.

      “Missiles away,” Captain Smalley announced. “Moving to intercept.”

      Trick watched the four warships on his screen. They split apart, moving to a wide formation, putting distance between fighter-bombers to better target the alien vessel.

      “Maximus, the missiles are going to miss,” one of the pilots shouted.

      “How is that possible?” the flight leader asked.

      “The target was on track to vector with the missiles,” the pilot responded. “Then it wasn’t. Second salvo of missiles away.”

      “All twenty missed,” Maximus swore moments later. “The skin of the spaceship just moved out of the way. Ready your bombs.”

      Trick wanted to scream into the mic and asked what she meant. How could a spaceship under power, change course quickly enough to avoid a spread of twenty missiles?

      Then the images of the four fighter-bombers from Pumpkin Flight blurred. When the shapes cleared, four distinct clouds of what appeared to be metallic particles had replaced the warships from the Spike.

      “Captain Smalley,” Trick radioed. “Captain Alice Smalley.”

      But she did not answer. And truthfully, based on the location of the spots of reflective haze, Lieutenant Mayfield didn’t expect her to reply.

      Angry, Trick threw power to the ion cannon wall and maneuvered the glass fighter in the direction of the alien vessel’s path.
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      An object traveling with velocity has linear momentum. And with only twenty-two hours until the alien vessel reached earth, Lieutenant Mayfield assumed it had to reduce the rate in order to drop into orbit. Even diminished, the alien ship easily outpaced his sluggish fighter-bomber. To position for his missile shots, he needed to nose toward earth and travel along a collision course.

      On the screen, the enemy spaceship ran straight while his glass platform eased almost into its path. Then they were so close the two ships appeared as a single image on the screen. Trick opened the doors to the weapons bay and reached for his missile release…

      The glass slipper leaped forward and began circling the alien vessel. When the earth ship was pulled to the alien vessel, the motion resembled a magnet attracting a piece of iron.

      Under the running lights, the surface appeared dimpled. Not in a bumpy way but textured, like sixty to one hundred grit sandpaper. There were no lighted structures, antennae, ports, or weapons visible on the surface of the hull.

      Lieutenant Mayfield flipped on the powerful floodlights and peered down the length of the alien vessel. Dirigible shaped with a long cylindrical hull that tapered at the front end. He had no idea about the aft section but felt it would match the bow.

      “Might as well drop a bomb and see what sort of damage I can deliver,” Trick stated.

      His hand reached for the bomb release…

      The skin of the alien spaceship deformed and, from the hull material, an appendage emerged. It coiled upward, a maw opened, and the tentacle snapped forward. Lieutenant George Mayfield and the glass fighter-bomber vanished down the gullet.

      

      
        
        4

        Neon Rider

      

      

      Trick felt the warship settle then drop a little more. It was almost as if the open weapons bay doors sank into the deck. He popped the hatch, stood, and realized the area was in total darkness.

      After clicking on the headlamps on his helmet, he peered up searching for a ceiling. There was a deck under his fighter. Assuming he was inside the alien spaceship, there must be a roof, but he could not locate it.

      “Lieutenant Mayfield, you are not getting anything accomplished,” he whispered to the inside of his helmet, “standing here gawking at nothingness.”

      Stepping onto the wing, Trick glanced at his warship. Then he walked to the edge and hopped off the vessel. His feet hit and then compressed in something on the deck. Scooping up a handful, he examined the soil.

      Off white, granular, and dry, it took a moment for the substance to register – silica sand. A foot or more deep, the grit covered the deck. For future reference, if there was a future, he recorded the sand.

      Trick noted the doors of his weapons bay were partially embedded in the material. The glass doors held the body of the fighter-bomber above the sand.

      Beyond the immediate area, arched columns extended upward into darkness. He recorded the architecture and walked a circle around his glass fighter. There were no signs of an exit or, the entrance he came through or, the alien crew.

      Seeking the answer, actually any answer, or maybe a good question, Lieutenant Mayfield opened his outside mics, turned off his headlamps, and listened.

      Darkness can enhance your other senses, allowing them to come to the forefront. The suit limited touch and Trick discounted that sense. Without sight, he decided from his sense of taste that he needed to brush his teeth, and smell informed him the inside of his helmet required cleaning. Of the five senses, only his hearing offered any worthwhile input.

      Crackling, as one would hear near a generator room, filtered in from the surrounding area. But the electronic hum amounted to zilch for understanding the alien environment. With no other interesting noises, Trick thumbed on the helmet lights. But he missed the settings for broad illumination.

      Four tight rails of powerful lights shot from his helmet lighting up a far-off sector of the alien vessel. Trick took advantage of the accident and stared into the expanse. Empty sand and rows of arched columns were lit before the beams shifted. Then a mild cascading sound reached his mics.

      From the dark, a wave of crumbling sand came into view. Riding the crest of the wave was an object three feet tall.

      Resembling several affirmation lapel-pins welded together, the shape had a ball of light racing through tubes. Then multiple trac lighting in the structure caused Trick to revise the description. The colorful lights caused the form to bear a resemblance to ribbon candy; the sweet treats normally found at Christmas time. Except, the body was constructed of bent glass pipes rather than a folded sugary mixture.

      The sand wave deposited the object several feet in front of Lieutenant Mayfield.

      “Is this where a hostage negotiator calls and tells me to pick up the phone?” Trick inquired.

      Nothing changed and Mayfield laughed at his attempt at humor. In addition to the chuckle, he rocked his head, flickering the powerful beams of his headlamps back and forth across the object.

      The speeding ball of white light stopped moving and, as if the trac lights guided it by flowing colors, the ball rose to the center top of the form. Then the trac lighting began flashing a repeating sequence of lights.

      “If you countdown to zero and explode,” Mayfield offered, “this will be the worst spy movie ever.”

      But the repeating light sequences seemed insistent. As if they contained a message. Using the camera, Lieutenant Mayfield recorded the light show then ran it through the ship’s processor.

      ‘You colony. You colony. You colony,’ came from the translator.

      “My colony? I might ask about your colony,” Mayfield uttered.

      His words echoed around in his mind for a split second. Then he adjusted the translator.

      ‘Your colony?’ came through his helmet’s speakers.

      Another adjustment and he linked the processor to the vibrations of his throat mic. Next, he had the impulses sent to the small lights around the rim of his helmet.

      “My colony is earth,” Trick experimented.

      It felt ridiculous to be speaking with lights to an inanimate object. But if the aliens wanted to communicate remotely, who was he to argue. Besides, Lieutenant Mayfield had an opportunity. If possible, he could talk the aliens out of attacking earth again. A check of the time showed he had twenty hours to accomplish the task.

      ‘Earth?’ the lights on the wavy tubes of glass flashed.

      “The small blue planet, third from the sun,” Trick replied. His helmet blinked the response for the glass object. “You are visiting one of the eight planets in this system.”

      Hopefully, this was an opening to talk about peace.

      ‘Nine planets,’ the lights indicated. ‘This is our colony’s home. Changed however, the third was useless iron rock.’

      Trick checked the translator and fine-tuned the processor.

      “The third planet from the sun was iron and rock?” he questioned.

      ‘A great disturbance on our vessel and the earth blossomed,’ the light stated.

      Lieutenant Mayfield juggled the terminology trying to make sense of two statements. A barren earth and the claim that this area of space was home to the aliens. If they had been flying around, he was sure the Space Force would have had reports of…but there was a history of alien sightings. Could these heavy-handed visitors be the subtle ones with the probes? It did not seem likely.

      “Where is your planet?” he asked.

      ‘Our planet orbits on the other side of the sun,’ the object responded.

      Science fiction writers had long written of a counter-earth orbiting on the far side of the sun. Although the concept was much older. It started with the Greek philosopher Philolaus in 385 B.C. In order to keep the universe in balance, his theory required an unseen planet that orbited parallel with the earth.

      Lieutenant Mayfield pondered the idea while formulating a diplomatic question. When none came to him, he reverted to a fighter pilot’s mentality and went directly at the issue.

      “Is that why you broke off the attack on earth?” Trick ventured. “To return to your planet?”

      ‘Our home is now bare quartz and feldspar,’ the lights stated.

      “That’s granite. No atmosphere or other life forms?” Mayfield inquired.

      ‘Void of identity,’ the lights answered.

      Then the sand under the ribbon of tubes lifted and carried the shape away.

      “Was it something I said?” Trick asked.

      Watching the lights retreat, it occurred to Lieutenant Mayfield where he had seen a display like it before.

      “Neon lettering,” he articulated the idea. Then Trick called after the fading figure. “Hey, Neon Rider, I know your cousin. Cold Beer Served Here.”

      

      
        
        5

        Multiverse Misfortune

      

      

      In his isolation after the exchange, Lieutenant Mayfield searched his past for a comforting memory. As the first person to officially make contact with an alien race, he carried dueling emotions. On one hand, he was afraid. A deep hopeless terror ate at his soul. Conversely, working to save earth provided a shield against giving in to the anxiety. The stroll down memory lane lasted until the next light show arrived.

      At almost five feet tall and riding a sand wave the height of Trick’s shoulders, the colorful tube shape rode to within seven feet of Lieutenant Mayfield.

      “Greetings from earth, Flat-Wick,” Trick flashed acknowledging the ribbon of glass.

      ‘Flat-Wick?’ the shape asked.

      “My grandmother collected old oil lamps,” Mayfield replied. “A flat-wick draws the fuel up through material by capillary action. It’s like talking to you by drawing information through this glass shape.”

      ‘Grandmother?’ the lights inquired.

      “An ancestor,” Trick replied.

      ‘First generation model?’ the lights responded.

      “Sure. Something like that,” Mayfield concluded. “Why did your ship go behind the sun if your planet was void?”

      ‘Recharging,’ the taller light form blinked. ‘Why do you carry organic matter?’

      Lieutenant George Mayfield took in a sharp breath and paused. Encased in glass body panels, he could be mistaken for a glass robot. But there was something about the simplicity of the question. So straight forward, it did not seem to be asking for clarity as much as truly inquiring, ‘why the extra baggage?’

      “Flat-Wick, are you the headlight of the colony?” Trick said testing his new assumption.

      ‘Negative. The Big-Light Council rules the colony,’ Flat-Wick informed him.

      George Mayfield shivered and, if it not for the thick spacesuit, the rattling of his bones might have been audible. He hadn’t been talking with proxies or through communication devices. The Neon Riders were the aliens.

      “Where did the colony come from?” he asked.

      ‘We fled during the revolt,’ the lighted glass pipes blinked. ‘Our ship was caught in an explosion. Then darkness until the sun recharged us. We searched and found silica sand on earth.’

      Trick realized the ramifications of the declaration about earth. The first glass creature had passed on information to this one. He wondered if they were hive minded or if they required individual transfers of data. But more pressing was the statement about finding silica on earth.

      “Why is finding silica sand on earth important?” Lieutenant Mayfield questioned.

      ‘To fill this deck, build new ships, and construct new members of the colony,’ Flat-Wick explained. ‘We began the collection process by breaking down the formations on earth. Before our batteries failed, we discovered the silica manufacturing operation.”

      “What operation?” Trick demanded.

      Before Mayfield got an answer, the sand under the creature swelled and lifted Flat-Wick. The leading edge collapsed, and a wave formed. At twice the speed of the first ribbon monster, it zoomed away into the dark.

      “That was rude,” Trick called after the light being.

      The bravado faded and George Mayfield sagged inside his suit. Lifting a foot, he kicked at the sand on the deck. Instead of a spray of grains, the sand hardened and trapped his foot.

      Trick put the question about manufacturing sand on earth aside and focused on the incongruities. A smart spaceship, one able to dodge missiles, swallow an enemy fighter-bomber, and trap a violent foot was not something earth scientists envisioned. And living beings composed of glass tubes went against the carbon-based life he understood in this universe. Then the oddity of a living ninth planet and a barren earth on opposite sides of the sun came together in his mind.

      The Neon Riders had not been lurking for eons. They had just arrived. Something, probably the explosion, had launched their vessel across a barrier in the multiverse.

      Trick glanced at the chronometer. There were seventeen hours remaining until the ship of the Neon Riders reached orbit. And so far, he had no idea how to convince the aliens from another reality to spare earth.
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      Possibly it was the watched clock syndrome or, the loneliness or, the exhaustion from the stress of needing to communicate and stop the carnage. Combined, they made the wait feel long. So long in fact, George Mayfield dozed off.

      The shifting and tumbling of tons of sand woke him. Above his head, a wave threatened to crash down and crush him under the weight of the gritty material. But the wave stopped in mid break. He stepped back, surprised to find his foot was free of the sand.

      After the dramatic entrance, the crest settled gently to the deck, depositing a seven-foot-tall and seven-foot-wide ribbon of glass.

      “Explain the silica manufacturing operation on earth,” Trick requested.

      ‘The ebb and flow of H2O grinds rock and creates free silica,’ the Neon Rider responded. ‘Why do you transport organic matter?’

      George Mayfield ignored the question. His mind attempted to decipher the movement of water and the creation of sand. Then it fell into place.

      “The seas of earth,” the Lieutenant suggested. “You are talking about the ease of harvesting sand from the coastlines and from under the waters of the oceans.”

      ‘Free material for our silica navy,’ the large Rider flashed. “Growth of our colony, and more than survival. Expansion.’

      “Speaking of survival, you asked about my colony,” Trick said steering the subject back to his main goal. “I am an earthman.”

      ‘Impossible. The planet was scanned,’ the Neon Rider flared. ‘All the lights were dumb illumination.’

      “We are not energy based,” Trick explained. “We are organic creatures.”

      ‘Light beings are extinct on earth?’ the Rider asked.

      “Truthfully, they never were alive,” Trick began…

      A blinding display of light from the Rider forced Mayfield’s helmet to drop the blast screen. When it lifted, the Neon Rider was rising on a mound of sand.

      “Wait. Wait,” Trick blinked. “Talk with me.”

      The hill dipped and Lieutenant Mayfield breathed a little easier. He needed the alien to stay engaged.

      ‘Murderer. Destroyer of brightness,’ the alien accused him. ‘The earth is a void. For without light there is no life, only darkness. And dull organic animals to be eradicated.’

      The creature shot upward, and at almost the same speed, the sand rolled and tumbled the Neon Rider towards the interior of the ship.

      As a fighter pilot, Trick should have remained calm and collected. Yet, in frustration at his failure, sweat rolled down Lieutenant George Mayfield’s face. The aggravating thing was he could not take the helmet off to wipe away the moisture.
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        Last Measure

      

      

      The clock read eight hours until the alien vessel dropped into orbit. And now thanks to Trick’s big mouth, their destruction would include more than collecting sand. The light-beings would be actively hunting humans.

      Rumbling preceded the arrival of five low sand waves and an equal number of short Neon Riders.

      ‘Earthling. You are doomed,’ one flashed.

      ‘Voided,’ another gloated.

      ‘Lights out,’ yet another blinked.

      “Turn out the lights,” Trick added. “The party is over.’

      ‘What is a party?’ the fifth alien inquired.

      The smaller ones he equated to teenagers. They traveled in packs, made repetitive statements, and were curious.

      “A party is when a group of earthlings gather together and have fun,” Trick explained. “There is always music and beverages. Food is optional.”

      ‘What is food?’ one asked.

      “Nourishment for the body,” George Mayfield responded.

      ‘Recharging,’ another offered.

      ‘How often do earthlings recharge?’ two blinked at the same time.

      “Three times in a day,” Trick answered. “Except for bodybuilders. They eat small meals throughout the day.”

      The questions kept his mind off the impending tragedy. Out of curiosity, he shuffled his feet and found them still free of the sand trap. But when he attempted to take a step towards his fighter, the sand hardened and locked his feet in place.

      ‘You are to be darkened,’ a little Neon Rider informed him.

      ‘Light is life,’ three blinked.

      “How often do you recharge?” Trick inquired.

      ‘Six times in a day cycle,’ two reported.

      ‘Larger colony members more often,’ one added.

      ‘The Big-Light Council cannot leave their recharging ports,’ two flashed.

      Lieutenant George Mayfield glanced at the clock display and his heart sank. In six and a half hours, the horror from orbit would begin again. And even if the Space Force fully armed all the warships in the Spike, the result would be the same.

      ‘What are you flashing earthling?’ two inquired.

      ‘We can not make out the impulses,’ the other three sent.

      “I’ll slow it down for you,” George Mayfield informed the young Neon Riders.

      Remotely, he disengaged the safeties on the smart bombs. Then he lowered the ten missile rails from the belly of his fighter-bomber.

      “The message reads,” Trick blinked. “Greetings from earth…signed, the human race.”

      Lieutenant George Mayfield picked up a handful of sand and allowed it to flow between his fingers. Then he saluted while triggering all the weapons on his glass fighter-bomber.
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      The alien vessel responded to the heat exhausts by piling sand around the doors to the weapons bay. But the reaction came too late. The ten missiles, their guidance systems adjusted for heat seeking, were already searching for the spaceship’s engine room.

      All the silica sand heaped around the bomb bay doors accomplished one thing. The walls of sand concentrated the explosions of the two bombs. While some free silica blew into space, the majority of the decking material melted into lumps of lifeless glass.

      At five hours and fifteen minutes from orbit, the threat to earth ended.

      Fin
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      Zag thought catching a con artist would be an easy bounty. That was before his apprentice decided that she needed to prove herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Big Con

          

        

      

    

    
      “I want to help catch this bounty,” Zig declared from her roomy seat on Razor’s bridge as they made their final approach to Castor. “Me and you. We’ll catch him together.”

      Zag raised one hairy eyebrow at the adolescent female human from where he’d stuffed himself into the cramped and uncomfortable acceleration couch across from her. It still irritated him that his apprentice could lounge in comfort while he barely fit.

      Being two and a half meters tall with horns was a plus as a bounty hunter. Not so much when trying to live on a ship built for humans.

      “No.”

      “Why not?” she demanded, scowling. “It’s a con man. They’re only dangerous to your credit balance.”

      “First, you’ve only been an apprentice bounty hunter for three weeks. Third, you’re not even into puberty yet. Third, they are dangerous. You were just a local kid to the ones you knew back on Norvas, someone to amuse with funny stories. You didn’t have anything they wanted, and being around you wasn’t a risk.

      “As a bounty hunter, you’re a threat to their freedom. Nine times out of ten, they’ll give up if you can corner them, but the last one pulls out more guns than you ever thought they could have on their scrawny bodies and starts shooting.”

      Her furious objection was cut short when Castor control called—for the fourth time—to update their flight plan again. Zag wanted to snarl at them that he knew how to damn well fly, but that wouldn’t have gotten him anything but more trouble.

      Castor had one of the highest population densities on the rim. Its orbital space was crowded with ships and stations, so he really couldn’t blame them for wanting to make certain that no one crashed into something while they were arguing with uppity apprentices.

      Still, they were damned busybodies.

      Once he’d gotten Razor locked into the slightly altered heading, he returned his focus to Zig. For the life of him, he couldn’t imagine why he’d agreed to take her on as an apprentice. She was headstrong, willful, and abrasive.

      Actually, that might be why. She was like a miniature version of himself—in spirit, at least.

      That didn’t mean that he’d put her into danger before she was ready, though. She might’ve been a street thief before circumstances had thrown the two them together, but she was still just a kid. One that needed protection from her rash behavior.

      Zag had to admit, even thinking that was pretty ironic. He was far more impulsive than she was but could at least handle himself when his plans went to crap. She might be hurt or killed before he could intervene.

      “What if I just find him and leave the capture to you?” she countered before he could completely shut her down.

      “Still no good,” he said with a minute shake of his head, wary of where the tips of his horns went. “He’d hear that someone was looking for him and scamper into his bolt hole.”

      “As opposed to a huge, threatening Borelian bounty hunter making so-called subtle inquiries?”

      Annoyingly, she did have a point, but he knew that wavering even a little would be just the same as handing her what she wanted. Zig was persistent and rarely took no for an answer.

      Which was another reason that she might one day make a good bounty hunter.

      Already regretting the impulse, he sighed and gestured for her to make her pitch.

      “If this guy is like any of the other con men I’ve met, he’s got a place that he feels like he can let it all hang out,” she said. “Somewhere where everybody knows who he is and what he does, but he doesn’t try to pull any tricks on them. Kind of a safe zone.

      “He’s going to have people there that’ll be keeping an eye out for big, bad bounty hunters like you, but not someone like me. If I can lay eyes on the guy, I can take him down while you make a very noisy distraction.”

      “And now your plan has gone off the rails,” he said with a sigh. “He’ll have people watching his back, and they won’t have any difficulty taking care of a little bit like you. Sorry, kid, you just don’t have the mass or skills to take down a bounty yet. This one is going to have to be me going solo.”

      She scowled at him and stood. “I’ll never learn anything if you don’t trust me enough to actually do something. I’m not a kid, Zag. I grew up on the street a long time ago. I ran a group of street thieves and took care of them. You have to stop coddling me, or we’ll never really be partners.”

      With that, she stormed out of the bridge.

      “Well, that went just great,” he muttered. “I’m sure that she’s going to be a lot more reasonable now.”

      Deep down, he knew she had a point. He shouldn’t just disregard her experience. She knew the streets a lot more intimately than he ever would. She might spot something that he missed. He had to find a good balance between her safety and getting her into the game.

      He’d let her cool down and figure out something in the morning. They’d be landing a few hours before local dawn, so there was no sense in going out for a while anyway.

      Even if they didn’t catch the bounty this time, it would still be an educational experience for her to be included in the hunt. This business was hit or miss. Sometimes you got lucky, and other times you ended up chasing the buggers from planet to planet but never caught up with them.

      One of the keys to being a successful bounty hunter was the ability to be dogged, but to also be able to accept that some of them got away no matter how good you were.

      He wasn’t certain that Zig would be able to accept that hard truth. She held grudges and made things personal.

      Well, he supposed he’d find out soon enough. If his own patience didn’t snap first.
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      Zag slept poorly. Part of that was from worrying about Zig, but the rest was his lumpy bed. The gravity on Castor was more than he was used to in space, and he couldn’t regulate it with Razor on the ground.

      When he finally gave up and staggered to the shower in his claustrophobic head, it felt as if he hadn’t even slept at all. Maybe the hot water could bring him back to life. Then he could get some coffee. Lots of coffee.

      Showering was like putting a puzzle together. In the dark. With pieces that might or might not really belong in the box. So challenging, and not in a pleasant way.

      Razor had been built for humans, and the captain’s quarters had been cramped, even for them. For a Borelian, it was ludicrously undersized, even after he’d combined all of the cabins into one.

      He’d have to do something about that eventually. Zig was living in engineering, and that wouldn’t work as she grew up. She needed a private cabin of her own, and that meant getting the interior of the ship reconfigured.

      Something his credit account still wasn’t up to, even after his little thief had ripped off a guy that had owed him money. Her logic had put a fine point on his challenges in civilizing her. She’d smugly informed him that you couldn’t rob a thief. That it wasn’t really stealing.

      Just one more set of problems that he needed to overcome.

      He was still thinking about that as he wedged himself into his minuscule shower. It was even more kludged than his quarters.

      To make it work at all, he’d had to cut the top half completely off to allow for his horns and broad torso. He could still wiggle his legs into the bottom, but only just. He had to use a scrubber with a long handle to get to his feet.

      He’d rigged up a waterproof canvas around the top so that he could avoid flooding his quarters. It was a makeshift solution, but it mostly worked.

      Zag had been using the setup for so long that it really didn’t register anymore. Everything about Razor was like that, and with Zig on board, he saw it all with fresh eyes.

      Maybe it really was time to give his baby an overhaul.

      As he started the shower, his mind drifted back to his apprentice and what he could do about her. She was a pain in the ass, but he hadn’t been much better to his mentor back in the day.

      Krangor, a surly Jedian—something like a cross between a Terran frog and a sheep with hormone problems—had almost literally tossed him to the wolves for his first bounty.

      Only once things had really hit the fan had the bastard come in guns blazing and saved his bacon.

      Bacon.

      Now Zag was hungry, too.

      He wasn’t going to do anything like that to Zig. She was just a kid. A smart one with interesting skills, but not someone that could really handle a rough-and-tumble mission. As the purported bull in the china shop, that was his strength.

      To make it as a bounty hunter, she’d have to outsmart her targets. It was his job as her mentor to see that she gained the confidence and skills to do that. Even if being smart had never been his strong suit.

      Zag was still trying to puzzle out how he might accomplish that as he poured some of the expensive shampoo that he’d had imported from Borel all over his head. It was an extravagance, but one he was happy to indulge himself with. It made his fur feel luxuriant, and he enjoyed the sensation.

      He’d just turned the water back on to rinse when someone started slamming something metallic on his door. Hard.

      The unexpected racket made him instinctively reach for the weapon that he wasn’t wearing while simultaneously dodging an unseen attack.

      That proved to be a mistake.

      Since he was naked and stuffed into a cramped shower, he lost his balance and fell over, completely destroying the bottom half of the shower and sloshing soapy water into his quarters.

      One of his horns ripped the canvas while the other felt as if it had torn the showerhead from the bulkhead. He could hear the water gushing out and flooding his room, but with suds in his eyes, he was completely blind.

      He scrambled on his hands and knees to the small table beside his now soaked bedding and fumbled for his pistol. The beating on the door continued, and he wondered how long it could hold.

      It was a risk, but he took the time to wipe his eyes clear with his sheet and assessed the situation.

      The metal on metal noise was loud, but now that he had time to focus, it wasn’t at his door. It was farther away, and that meant the sound was even louder than he’d first thought.

      Zag turned off the spraying water and wrapped the soaked sheet around himself. The showerhead was jammed onto one of his horns, and it resisted his half-hearted attempts to get it off, so he just left it there. There’d be time to deal with it after he figured out what the hell was going on.

      He opened his door and headed toward the noise with his pistol leading the way. Soapy water dripped from his wet fur and pooled on the decking as he moved. The squishing noises kind of defeated being stealthy, but no one could possibly hear anything over all that racket.

      Step by step, he traced the loud, rhythmic clanging, and it brought him to the airlock. Was someone trying to force their way in?

      It wouldn’t be the first time, but this time they might actually succeed.

      The sight that greeted him as he darted around the last corner wasn’t an invasion, no matter how much it sounded like one. Far from it.

      Zig was standing next to the closed ramp and was using an improbably large spanner wrench to beat one of the hydraulic supports with wide swings. Based on the number and severity of the dents in the unit, she hadn’t been holding back.

      She glanced over at him as he stepped further into view, lowering his weapon slowly as he took in the scene.

      “Did I wake you, mighty hunter?”

      Her syrupy sweet tone seemed designed to let him know this was his punishment for denying her what she wanted. The words were barely out of her mouth before she did a double take and stared at him with her mouth open.

      Since he was covered in well-lathered shampoo, completely waterlogged, wrapped in a soaked sheet, and had a showerhead jammed onto his horn, he had no doubt that he was quite the sight.

      “What the hell happened to you?” she demanded.

      He took a deep breath and resisted the urge to beat his head against the bulkhead. He wasn’t going to scream and shout. He was going to be rational about this.

      Right. Even he knew how unlikely that was.
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      Zag went back to his ruined quarters to clean up. He was pissed off, and more than a bit humiliated at his appearance. He should’ve known that Zig was going to do something like this.

      When he finally had his temper under control and had cleaned up as well as he could—even managing to pry the showerhead off his horn—he went back down to the airlock.

      The banging had stopped, and he found Zig fitting a newish hydraulic strut into place on the ramp and bolting it in. That was remarkable since he knew for a fact that they hadn’t had one.

      “What did you get that?” he asked, already dreading the answer.

      “I picked it up last night,” she said without stopping her work. “I made a few friends around the spaceport while you were sleeping and traded that disgusting Vorlat meat for this.”

      “You did what?! Do you know how much that stuff costs? How much did you take, and what the hell were you doing off the ship? It’s dangerous out there.”

      She shot him a look that just screamed “teenaged whatever” with its undisguised eye roll.

      “Whatever you paid for it, it was too much,” she told him as she worked. “I gave them all of it and good riddance.”

      He grabbed his horns and tried to pull them out of his head. “Gah! It took me months to find somebody that could even get their hands on that stuff. It’s hard to come by.”

      “The reason it’s so hard to find is that nobody in their right minds would ever bother exporting it. That stuff is nasty. We can grab something local that tastes better for a lot less. Besides, this new hydraulic strut is worth it.”

      He lowered his horns and started banging the top of his head against the bulkhead.

      “Stop being such a drama queen,” she scolded as she finished tightening the bolts that held the new strut in place. “If you’re going to have a multi-species ship, you can’t only have meat that tastes good for you.”

      She stopped a moment and looked over to him. “And why are you even eating meat? Aren’t Borelians herbivores?”

      “Yeah. I was raised that way, but my crazy uncle got me hooked on meat. That’s one of the reasons I don’t go home anymore. You wouldn’t believe how judgmental those cows can be.”

      “You told me that ‘cow’ was an insulting term and speciesist.”

      “It is. I can call them cows, but you can’t.”

      “That’s some bullshit right there. Pun intended.”

      She stepped back from the strut and turned on the hydraulic line that fed it. After a few moments, she nodded in satisfaction and hit the ramp control.

      With more smoothness than it had ever displayed, the ramp lowered to the floor of the landing pit.

      She turned and faced him with a grin. “Isn’t that worth more than some meat? How many times has that ramp just about been the death of us?”

      “Too many,” he grumbled. “But I’m still not happy that you took my stuff. You really need to think about somebody other than yourself.”

      “Did you hear what I just said?” she asked, putting her hands on her thin hips and glaring up at him like he was an idiot. “That ramp almost killed us because we couldn’t get into the ship fast enough when someone was trying to kill us. That really doesn’t sound like I’m thinking of just myself.”

      Zag put his fists on his hips and glared back down at her, for all the good it did.

      “Maybe not, but you didn’t have any right to do this without running it by me first. You’re the apprentice. If you’re going to do something that affects my property, then you need to get my permission first.

      “You’re right on the edge of me locking your little ass in your cabin and finishing this bounty all by myself.”

      She raised up her hands. “Sorry.”

      Her tone was far more offended than regretful, which did nothing for smoothing his state of mind.

      Before he could respond, she smirked at him. “I lied, by the way. I only traded half of the Vorlat meat. Like you said, it’s worth a lot more than a hydraulic strut.

      “But that’s not all I picked up. I also got some cool tech and some information about the bounty. Do you feel better about the trade now?”

      The last portion of her statement had a distinctly smug tone to it.

      “Why didn’t you lead with that?” he growled.

      “Because now that you know that I didn’t actually give away all of your precious Vorlat meat, you’ll feel less angry about what I did. That’s a little trick I picked up on the street. One of many.”

      So, now she wasn’t only stealing from him, she was manipulating him. It was like being a damned parent.

      In fact, it was exactly like that.

      Zag struggled to figure out how he felt about the situation. Part of him was seriously pissed off, but another part of him actually admired her moxie.

      He took a deep breath and decided to reserve judgment until he’d heard the full extent of what she’d done. If it turned out that she’d wasted half the Vorlat meat, he’d take it out of her hide.

      “Bring everything to the galley, and we’ll go over it there. You’d better damn well impress me, or your ass is grass, and I’m the herbivore.”

      She made a face at him that was filled with disgust. “Ewwww! Pervert!”

      With that, she hit the switch to raise the ramp and stalked off.

      “It’s just a damned saying!” he shouted after her, already knowing that it was too late. How could someone that young have such a filthy mind? And how was he supposed to respond to something like that?

      “You’re too damned easy,” she said with a bright laugh as she turned the corner, never once bothering to look back at him. “You need to grow a thicker hide, or every woman you meet is going to walk all over you.”

      “Like I ever see any women from my species,” he grumbled as he followed her deeper into the ship. “And maybe I like it.”

      “Ewwww!”
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      Zag didn’t calm down until he’d eaten breakfast and had some coffee. It was a struggle, but he had to remember that Zig was always trying to get under his hide. She was pushing boundaries, just like adolescents of every species.

      More than that, he still didn’t know her that well, even though they’d spent the last several weeks living in one another’s proverbial laps. Sadly, it looked as if she’d been able to figure him out better than he had her. That had to change if he was to regain any semblance of control.

      Once he’d put his dishes into the obstinate mechanical washer, he sat down with a second cup of coffee and stared across the table at her. She gazed back, seemingly unfazed.

      “No more games,” he said firmly. “What the hell did you get, and why did we need it?”

      She picked up a small bag that she’d retrieved from her makeshift quarters in engineering and set it on the table between them. From inside it, she pulled out a couple of sets of earbuds, what looked like several buttons that went onto clothes, and two small boxes with what looked like contacts inside.

      The last was odder than even the buttons. Vision correction was easy to get on most worlds, and neither of them had issues seeing. Who needed contacts?

      “Did you get a bag of magic beans, too?”

      She frowned. “Magic beans? I have no idea what those even are, and your gas is bad enough already.”

      He shook his head. “Forget about it. What is all this? And tell me it isn’t stolen.”

      Her expression turned bland. “The guy I bought all this from assured me that everything was legit. Just overstocked merchandise.”

      “Right. What did you do? Find some guy selling this stuff from the back of his vehicle? Or was he wearing a trench coat?”

      “You’re strange. Has anyone ever told you that? What’s a trench coat?”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “Never mind. Yes, I found some guy selling stolen merchandise and buttered him up with a good deal, all to get information on the bounty.”

      Zag rubbed the hide between his eyes. “He could’ve told you a fairy tale. Worse, he could be running off to tell the bounty that someone is looking for him right now. Then the bounty will run into his hole, and we won’t even lay eyes on him.”

      “If I was stupid enough to outright ask, sure. I told him that I was heading to a world with a lot of the bounty’s species—the Bluse—on it, and I was looking for someone that could clue me in on how to shade a deal for goods in a way they’d be more inclined to go for. Not as a con, but as more of a cargo bait and switch.”

      “They’re going to tell him about you so they can get their cut for the referral,” Zag said as he glared at her. “Now he’ll be looking for you.”

      “Yeah. I guess you’ll have to include me in the operation. Anyway, this stuff is going to be really useful for us going forward.”

      She pushed one of the boxes with contacts toward him. “Virtual reality players. You can control how dense the overlay is. The buttons are cameras that feed information through the com units in the earbuds. I made sure to get inserts that’ll work for both of us.

      “You’ll need something like that to keep an eye on what’s going on with me because if you’re around, everyone will know that you’re there to cause trouble. I got two sets so that I can have my own on future bounties. Besides, there was a cost break for getting two. I saved us credits.

      “Anyway, I can also attach the buttons to my sleeves and even the back of my collar so that you can see all the way around me if you turn your head, worrywart.

      “Now that I have a general idea of where this guy is hanging out, all I have to do is have a chat with him about helping me sell my fictional goods to his brethren. Once you know the layout, it should be easy for you to do your ‘Borelian smash’ routine.”

      Zag had to admit that her plan was workable. If it played out, she wouldn’t even have to be there when he made the collar. He could remotely scope out the place while she was there and make an assessment of the security before he made his move.

      Still, the plan wasn’t specific enough. She needed to flesh it out well enough to pass the smell test.

      “It’s a start, but we’re not going forward until you’ve worked out all the details. You need to know the cargo you’re trying to sell and figure out why someone so young is doing the talking. He’s going to ask questions, and if you have to struggle to come up with an answer on the spot, he’ll disappear. Or shoot you.

      “You can work it all out while you’re cleaning up the mess you caused in my quarters and fix the shower. You need something to keep your hands busy while you think, and you know damned well your shenanigans caused the damage in the first place.”

      “Did not,” she grumbled as she glared resentfully at him, though without much conviction. “Your half-assed engineering and lack of grace caused it.”

      “Maybe, but those are the breaks, kid. By the time you’re finished, it’ll be time to go scope out the bounty, so you’ve got that to look forward to. You wanted to be involved, and I can’t stop you now, but there’s always a price for manipulating me. Suck it up, Buttercup.”

      “You’re strange.”

      She scooped up the gear and dumped it into the bag before huffing her way out of the room.

      He’d undoubtedly pay for this later, but it felt good to come out on top for once.
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      Later that evening, he led them out of the spaceport and into the subway. Zig gawked at everything like a tourist. Norvas—her birth world—hadn’t had anything like a subway.

      Since they had to go across the city, it made sense to use mass transportation. Walking would’ve taken hours. Thankfully, the subway cars were large enough to handle both his size and the width of his horns.

      Honestly, it was always the horns that caused the most trouble.

      The walk into the subway station and onto the platform had given Zig an eyeful, too. Castor, being such a heavily developed planet, was a hub for many species. Zag had seen representatives of almost every species they’d encountered on the short walk before, but his young apprentice was getting an introduction to the galaxy.

      While she rudely stared at all the aliens in the subway car, he brought out a tablet and tapped into the planetary network. As he’d expected, the area where the bounty was hiding was neither the worst nor the best that the city had to offer.

      The bounty didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention to himself by living above his apparent means or surrounding himself with a criminal element.

      Zag thought that was a plus. If they’d been headed toward one of the worst areas of the city, they have had to keep their eyes peeled for unrelated attacks simply because they were different. In an area like the zone they were headed for, Zig would have a little bit of leeway in how she behaved and wouldn’t be under constant danger of assault.

      The problem was that he’d be blatantly obvious no matter what he did. If he was going to allow Zig to do the scouting, he’d have to come up with a way to get out of sight while still remaining close enough to react if need be.

      The solution ended up being simple enough. He’d stay in the subway station at their stop. It was a little ecosystem of small shops and even a couple of tunnels leading into the lower levels of nearby buildings.

      The selling point for him was the food court in the middle of all that. It would allow him to sit quietly while monitoring Zig, who’d be about half a block from the subway station exit.

      Rather than sending her straight up, he pulled her to a table and bought them something to eat. Something like that would help settle the girl’s nerves, and he wanted to give her a pep talk anyway.

      What she was doing was dangerous, and she needed to be as relaxed as she could possibly get. Yes, she’d grown up on the streets and knew how to react in a tense situation, but she seemed more wound up than he’d have expected her to be.

      “You know you don’t have to feel pressured, right?” he asked quietly. “If you think this is too much right now, all you have to do is say the word, and we’ll go with something else.”

      She shook her head. “I’m feeling a little antsy, but that’s not going to stop me from doing what I need to do. I have to prove that I can do what needs doing and that I can handle myself.”

      “Okay. I’ll sit here and sip on a drink while I monitor everything that you do. I won’t make a move unless it looks like you’re in danger. If you want me to come running, you’re going to have to use some kind of code word so that I’ll know that you’re in trouble.”

      “Bubblegum,” she said promptly. “I’ve always thought that stuff was weird, but it’s not a word that comes up in any kind of normal conversation. If I say bubblegum, come running.”

      With that, she stood and shocked the hell out of him by giving him a hug and wrapping her hands around his horns. “I’ll be fine.”

      While he was still staring at her, dumbfounded, she walked out of the food court and started toward the surface.

      She’d never been one for showing any kind of affection at all, so he wasn’t sure what to think about this new development. He’d have to figure it out later because it was showtime.
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      Through his VR contacts, Zag watched as his young partner went up the stairs and onto the street above the subway station. True to her original plan, she’d sewn buttons onto the front of her blouse, both sleeves, and the back of her collar.

      He could cycle between them and have a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of everything around her. He could literally watch her back, and that made him feel a little bit better.

      As a plus, everything was being recorded so he could go back over the data later to help refine the plan for the eventual capture.

      The buildings in the neighborhood above the subway station were significantly taller than the ones Zig had seen on her world. He could tell from the angle of the hidden cameras that she was staring upward for at least a couple of seconds as she came out of the subway station.

      “I’ll bet you’re glad you don’t have to jump from one of these buildings to another,” she said quietly as she started walking again. Her words came clearly into his earbud.

      “Damned right. Now focus on the bounty. We can go sightseeing once this is all over. The place that they told you to go to is a bar, so I expect that they’re going to give you a hard time when you try to go in. How are you going to handle that?”

      “Straight and easy. I’m going to tell them that I’m here to see the bounty.”

      He watched as Zig walked down the block and stopped in front of the bar that their source had indicated their bounty liked to hold court in. The hour was still relatively early, but it was late enough that they might get lucky.

      The miniature video cameras embedded in the buttons boosted their signal when she stepped out of the bright sunlight and into the dim interior of the bar. As he’d expected, there were very few people inside the bar itself, but it wasn’t empty.

      The clientele seemed to be just as mixed as the subway car. The locals here on Castor were humanoids, just like the majority of species inside the Sovereignty. Of course, that covered a lot of ground. Just because a being had two arms and two legs didn’t mean that there wasn’t a lot of variation.

      Just look at Borelians like him. Two and a half meters tall with horns. Nothing at all like a human when one really got down to it.

      Castorians were closer to human than Borelian, but that didn’t mean that anyone would ever mistake them for someone like Zig. They were only about two thirds the size of an adult human, and their arms were abnormally long in comparison, reaching far down past their knees if they allowed them to do so.

      Their faces were flat. Rather than a nose, they had a long fleshy slit that served all of their breathing and communication needs while their mouths—which were filled with sharp pointy teeth—were solely reserved for eating.

      And, as he’d expected, there were a number of humans in the bar. It never ceased to amaze him how many worlds humanity had settled on since they’d developed hyperspace travel.

      Humans had spread far and wide throughout the Sovereignty. He’d seen them on each and every world that he’d ever visited. Sometimes their population even rivaled that of the native species. That was probably because they bred like rabbits.

      He’d had to look that up, and even though it wasn’t literally true, there were still a lot of humans spread around known space. Humans were always in search of new opportunities and experiences.

      The bartender didn’t belong to a species that Zag recognized. In fact, he wasn’t even humanoid. It was also impossible to determine the being’s gender—if it had one—but Zag designated it as male just for simplicity.

      While it was impossible to see the being’s lower half, the way he moved behind the bar suggested that he had a long torso that was parallel to the floor and possessed several sets of legs.

      His upper half was more like a disk set on its side, from which half a dozen tentacles could be used to grasp various objects. A series of multifaceted eyes covered the rim of the disk itself.

      The fact that the being was so different worked in Zig’s favor. He probably wouldn’t even realize that she was too young to be in a bar in the first place.

      His apprentice paused only briefly as she stepped into the dim interior and then headed toward the left side of the bar itself with a jaunty wave at the bartender. Good for her. She was behaving like she belonged and was comfortable.

      Just around the side of the bar itself were a set of tables shielded from view of those coming into the bar. Seated around a table were half a dozen beings of various species playing some kind of convoluted game which mixed cards with rolls of dice that looked like they had eight sides.

      One of the beings at the table certainly looked like the bounty. At least he was a member of the correct species.

      The Bluse were insectoids that fell halfway between the size of an adult human and a Borelian. They walked on two pairs of multi-jointed limbs and used four smaller limbs to manipulate objects in front of them.

      Their heads were long and flat, while still being exceptionally wide in comparison to most species. Like the bartender, the being’s eyes were multifaceted. Unlike the bartender, the bounty only had four of them.

      As one would expect from someone with a bounty on his head, the being had his back to the wall and a door that led into the back of the bar close at hand. Zag had no doubt whatsoever that if trouble were to come calling, the bounty would scurry through that door while the other beings delayed pursuit.

      Considering how well the Bluse’s limbs probably gripped any surface, if there was a tunnel somewhere underneath the bar, the bounty could scamper away far faster than most people could pursue and be gone long before Zag could lay hands on him.

      That was going to be a problem.

      The best outcome would definitely be setting up another meeting where he’d have time to prepare. With that, he could break into the lower levels of the bar so that he’d be ready for that second meeting.

      Now he just had to hope that Zig didn’t blow the first one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      One of the beings sitting beside the bounty immediately spotted Zig and said something to the insectoid. The Bluse made a strange side-to-side tilting motion with his head and then gestured for Zig to advance.

      The people sitting closest to Zig turned to face her, and with everyone’s eyes locked on her, this was the moment of truth. If she was going to flame out, it would likely happen right now.

      Without a hitch in her step, she approached the table and stopped about four meters away.

      The being that had spoken with the bounty inclined his head toward her and spoke with an odd, sibilant accent. “What do you want?”

      “I’ve come to seek business advice from the being beside you,” his apprentice said. “My mother is a merchant, and we’re going to a world with a large colony of Bluse, and I need to purchase his guidance.”

      Her words caused the bounty to tilt his head almost perpendicularly to the left. He said something in what sounded like clicks, whistles, and mandibles rubbing together. While Zag didn’t understand it, it was obvious that the being next to the bounty did.

      “As he cannot speak in a manner that most can understand, I will translate for him. He understands your words quite well, so there is no need to alter your speech patterns.

      “He said to tell you that he is not skilled in the art of trading. Clarify why you seek his guidance?”

      “We have a cargo of middle-grade Zhant seeds. I know that you’re not a merchant, but you might be able to help me fool them into believing that the cargo is high-grade instead. I’m more than willing to pay for your time and insight.”

      Zag was no merchant, and he wasn’t certain how this was going to help get the bounty into a position where they could capture him later. If the being had advice, he’d probably give it to her now.

      Also, he wasn’t going to work for free. He’d demand payment immediately. That was money that he knew Zig didn’t have on her.

      At least she’d better not.

      The insectoid spoke again, and his translator rendered his statement. “He does not deal in goods like that personally, though he has fooled others in the past over the quality of certain merchandise. For something that specific, he’s not going to be of any assistance to you.

      “However, he is aware of several people that could potentially assist you in this matter and would be pleased to refer you to them for a fee. First though, he would like to know why you wish to fool the receivers of this cargo and how you acquired his identity and location.”

      “If it was just a matter of making a profit, my mother would be satisfied with trading the goods as they are,” Zig said. “Unfortunately, she and I are forced to work for the benefit of the domineering Borelian that owns the ship.”

      Zag felt his jaw clench.

      “Seriously?” he muttered, cutting off any further complaints when he saw those sitting around him looking in his direction.

      “He doesn’t allow my mother to leave the ship, and he beats us if the profits do not reach a certain level,” Zig continued, seeming to intentionally taunt him. “He’s a drinker and goes through money like whiskey. At every stop, he demands higher profits, and if he doesn’t get them, my mother and I suffer.

      “If we can get enough profit out of this next deal, I think that perhaps we can slip away from the ship and start a new life where we control our own destinies. I can steal enough credits to pay for the referral and for the assistance of whoever you recommend, but time is short.

      “I’m hopeful that the bastard won’t realize that I’ve slipped away from the port, but it’s always possible that he’ll get wind of what I’m doing. If so, I’ll face a severe beating, and so will my mother.”

      As sob stories went, it wasn’t terrible. Sure, it painted him in a bad light, but it wasn’t like he cared what the bounty thought about him. So long as this set the Bluse up for capture tomorrow, Zig could bad-mouth him all she wanted.

      Well, within reason.

      There was a whispered conversation between the interpreter and the bounty. The interpreter then shook his head slightly.

      “My friend doesn’t want to be drawn into your troubles. He will recommend someone that you can speak to, but the potential danger means that you will have to pay more than he would otherwise charge.”

      The being then quoted a price that was somewhat higher than what Zag would typically have expected, but it didn’t seem outrageous for just a referral. He’d pay that if he had to, but it was more likely that Zig would put him off until the next day, claiming that she’d come back with the credits.

      “I don’t have that much on me,” Zig said, causing him to relax a little as she confirmed his guess. “That’s more than I’d spend on bubblegum, so I’ll have to take it out of the ship’s safe. Would tomorrow work?”

      Zag blinked and quickly scanned every feed that he was getting from the girl. There didn’t seem to be anything dangerous going on around her, but she’d used the code word.

      He briefly considered letting things ride because she might’ve made a mistake, but if she was calling for him, she’d seen something that he didn’t. He couldn’t take a chance with her safety.

      Leaving his food on the table, Zag jumped to his feet and raced out of the food court. The dual images produced by the contacts and his surroundings were a little confusing, but he’d manage. He needed to know what was happening even as he ran to save her.

      Sadly, she just seemed to be haggling over the details of the follow-up meeting. He had no idea what had triggered her to call for him to come rushing in.

      It only took him a minute to run up the stairs, down the street, and into the bar. He didn’t pull his gun because unless they did something like that, it would be inappropriate for him to bring lethal force into the equation.

      Still, he was ready to draw it if it looked like things were going that badly.

      To say that his appearance caused significant consternation among the bar patrons was something of an understatement. The bartender immediately reached under the bar and grabbed a bat while everyone else leaped to their feet.

      He ignored them all and raced around to where Zig was, ready for whatever trouble she’d seen.

      His partner turned toward him, a look of terror on her face. “Oh, my God! He’s found me! He’s going to kill me!”

      Zag would’ve been dumbfounded if he’d have had time, but the insectoid was already backing away from the table. Everyone else stood and raced toward Zag, ready to defend the bounty as he made a run for it.

      Of course Zig ducked under the damned table, leaving him to deal with the mess she’d just caused.

      With half a dozen beings spoiling for a fight, Zag knew he’d never reach the bounty before he’d escaped and cursed Zig for ruining everything.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      With no time to figure out what the hell was going on, Zag reacted to the oncoming fight the way he did to everything else in life: he put his head down and charged.

      That wasn’t to say that he gored anyone, but he did use a sweep of his horns to get them to pause long enough for him to grab one of the nearby chairs and smash it into the human leading the way.

      The man flew sideways and took down two of his fellows, leaving half the field out of action for a few moments and giving Zag a chance to deal with the rest before they recovered.

      He really didn’t want to drag this fight out because if he gave them a chance, he was certain that weapons were going to come into play.

      With that in mind, he punched one of the remaining attackers in the face and dropped him unconscious to the floor. A second strike took out the third man in line when the second ducked, and Zag’s haymaker struck his companion.

      That was one of the benefits of fighting in a target-rich environment.

      The guy he’d missed came up fighting, slamming his fists into Zag’s gut. The blows stung but didn’t take his breath away since he’d been ready for them.

      Zag grabbed the guy and hurled him into the three remaining fighters that were just getting to their feet, knocking them all back down again.

      For once, he actually had things going his way. He might win this fight without having his lights knocked out.

      That’s when the bartender—whom he’d forgotten about—slammed his bat into the back of Zag’s head.

      That hurt, but thankfully, primitive Borelians had shown dominance by ramming their heads into one another while running at full speed. When someone said that Zag had a thick skull, it was only the simple truth.

      He had no idea what weak spots the bartender might have because of his unfamiliarity with the being’s species, so Zag simply took the bat away from him and struck him center mass with it. That must’ve hurt because the being folded almost in half and fell over on his side.

      Unfortunately, the distraction allowed the conscious attackers to regain their feet and charge him as a group. Thankfully, no one had drawn any guns, so this was still basically a bar brawl.

      Zag considered grabbing another chair to use as a makeshift weapon but decided it wouldn’t be enough. He grabbed the table instead.

      That was more than sufficient when he charged and slammed them into the wall next to the bar. There was a moment of dead silence after the impact, and then the top shelf and mirror gave way, falling with a loud crash as a ton of expensive booze was ruined.

      Zag tossed the broken table to the side and did a quick assessment of the field and decided that they were done. Now to grab Zig and get the hell out of here.

      To his surprise, the bounty was lying on the floor at the back of the room, flat on his back with his legs twitching spasmodically in the air. Seated on a nearby chair was Zig.

      “Got him,” she said smugly.

      He was still trying to figure out what the hell had happened when the door to the bar burst open, and local security came in with their weapons out.

      Zag raised his hands and let them take him into custody without resisting. As soon as they’d made sure that they weren’t in danger, he’d give them his bounty hunter’s license and claim the target as a legal capture.

      To his utter disgust and annoyance, they didn’t even give Zig a second look as she strolled past them and right out the front door, leaving him to try and explain what had just happened all by himself.
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      It took Zag hours to explain what had happened in the bar, and even then, there were portions of the story that he wasn’t able to give them insight into without incriminating Zig.

      Not to mention the crap that he didn’t understand himself.

      For example, while he could produce the paperwork for the bounty and it was ruled—eventually—to be a lawful capture, he had no idea what had incapacitated the being.

      All he was sure of was that Zig was somehow responsible, which he couldn’t use as an excuse.

      The eventual ruling by medical professionals was that the bounty had been exposed to some kind of toxin. Tests were still ongoing, but as they’d found no hint of anything like that on Zag, or even in the bar itself, the cause was likely to remain a mystery.

      They’d tried to stick him with the bill for the spilled booze, the mirror, the table, and the chairs, but he’d argued that the damage had resulted from the bounty and his associates resisting lawful detention. That was the law, so they’d eventually caved.

      He wished them good luck in getting the bounty to pay what was owed for all that.

      The bartender was a different issue. He’d struck Zag, but Zag also hadn’t declared himself as a bounty hunter making a lawful detention. In the end, they’d decided it wasn’t enough to hold him.

      It was far after dark by the time they eventually cut him loose. They shoved him out the door with a strongly worded admonition that he leave Castor as soon as possible.

      Zag took the subway back to the port and fumed the entire trip. Zig had some explaining to do, and she’d better tell a good story.

      He was met near Razor by several port officials who indicated that they were terminating all port services for his ship in two hours. It was all very civilized. Frankly, he’d never been kicked off a planet so politely before.

      Still, that didn’t make it any easier to stomach the process.

      Based on his extensive history of being banned from various worlds, he knew that it wouldn’t be wise to show his face here in the next half year.

      No loss. Castor wasn’t really a place that he visited all that often anyway. It was far too crowded and officious for his taste.

      He arrived at Razor and found Zig at the base of the lowered ramp waiting for him, that same smug look on her face.

      “What the hell happened back there?” he demanded, resisting the urge to give her a good shake.

      “I captured the bounty,” she said matter-of-factly. “Why don’t we go inside to talk about it so that we don’t end up shouting in public. That never ends well.”

      “I’m not sure why you’d think this is going to end well no matter what we do, but sure, let’s go inside. After being locked up in the security precinct for hours and being questioned by skeptical detectives, I could use a drink. Besides, we’ve been ordered off the planet and only have a couple of hours to make that happen.”

      Ignoring her for the moment, he led the way to the galley and rewarded himself with a stiff drink. One wasn’t going to impair somebody of his bulk, but maybe it would take the edge off of the anger he was feeling right now.

      Well, maybe frustration was closer to the mark, but it was a close thing.

      He pointed to the seat across from him. “Sit and explain exactly what happened back there. What did you do to the bounty, and why did you set me up like that?”

      Zig sat and sighed, looking contrite. He wasn’t buying.

      “Look, I know I probably should’ve told you what I had in mind, but I had to prove to you that I’m capable of being a bounty hunter. The only way to do that was to go around you. Can you at least understand that?”

      He immediately discarded restraint and tossed back his drink before filling the glass a second time. He gestured for her to continue.

      “I knew that slipping in to get this guy was going to be hard because he had a reputation for getting away at the last second. Like you said, he’s slippery and uses bolt holes. The only way to get close to him was to look unthreatening.

      “Since you wouldn’t accept that I could do this, I had to create a plan within a plan so that I could get close enough to the bounty to disable him. I’m sorry that I used you as a distraction, but you did great. Every other fight I’ve seen you in, you took a beating. This time, you kicked ass.

      “Though next time I call for help, you might want to start moving right away rather than sitting there like an ox. Seconds might have counted.”

      “How do you know what I was doing?” he asked with a frown.

      She stood, walked around the table, and pulled something off one of his horns. It was one of the damned buttons. So much for thinking she’d gotten soft and huggy.

      “Really?” he growled. “This just keeps getting better. This isn’t a game, Zig. You could’ve been hurt or killed. What the hell were you thinking?”

      “That I’m a bounty hunter,” she said softly as she resumed her seat. “If you don’t see me as capable of doing the job, I’ll never be your partner for real. All my brass aside, I know I’m an apprentice.

      “That means that I have to prove that I have what it takes. Since you didn’t give me a chance to do that, I had to find a way to show you.”

      It was his turn to sigh. When she laid it out like that, he knew that she was right. He still saw her as a kid, and he couldn’t coddle her every step of the way.

      That didn’t mean that he could let her get away with being crazy. She needed to learn the boundaries. If they were going to make this partnership work, they both had to know what they could expect from one another and count on getting it.

      “I didn’t think that you could do this,” he admitted. “Obviously, I was wrong. That still doesn’t mean that you’re ready to go after bounties on your own.

      “Still, I need to start taking you seriously. I promise that I’ll start incorporating you into the planning for future jobs. I’m sorry that I dismissed your capabilities, and I’ll try not to do that in the future.”

      “That’s all I can ask for,” she said with a grin. “Oh, and for my share of the bounty, of course. Since I captured him, I deserve the bigger half.”

      He gave her his version of the eye roll she’d given him this morning and made her laugh.

      “We’ll talk about expenses, like the bar damage first,” he lied. “Explain what the hell happened.”

      “Basically, I conned you. I gave you an explanation of what I intended to do that made you feel that I wasn’t putting myself in too much danger, but in reality, you were the distraction that was going to take everyone’s eyes off of me while I sprayed the bounty with something that would disable him.

      “None of the others at the table even saw it happen. As soon as you showed up, their attention was focused solely on you. I ducked under the table and sprayed the bounty with some stuff that I picked up while out shopping this morning.

      “And by shopping, I mean selling half of that nasty meat and using the proceeds to get the gear I needed to make this happen.”

      “What was it? Some kind of illegal drug?”

      “Not for humans or Borelians. The scientific name is basically unpronounceable, but it’s a gas used in some kind of maintenance process. That isn’t to say that it’s precisely safe, but I didn’t use it in a quantity that would be dangerous to anyone, not even the bounty.

      “While the stuff doesn’t do anything to us, to the Bluse, it’s some kind of psychedelic. I found it in the local data net and was able to research what would be a safe dose. It didn’t hurt him, but I’m sure the hallucinations were pretty crazy after he breathed it in.”

      Zag sighed. This was a whole different bag of worms. How could he teach a former street rat morality?

      “You can’t go around drugging people. That kind of thing is a crime, even if your possession of the substance isn’t.”

      She shrugged. “It got the job done. So, are we good?”

      He knew that he should be mad, but he was actually kind of pleased that she’d come up with this plan all on her own and had made it work. He was going to have to work harder to rein her in, but she’d proved herself.

      “No more hiding things from me,” he warned.

      “Deal, partner,” she said, extending her hand.

      He shook it, tossed back his drink, and rose to his feet. “Let’s get off this dirtball. We’ve got more bounties to collect.”
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      “What the hell is this thing?” Kyra yelled into the comm, as she brought the heavy case down on the nearest guard’s helmet. Stunned, the man dropped to the deck. Kyra used the case to block a baton that swung her way, spitting sparks; its owner let go when she planted a combat boot in his groin hard enough to crack the armour.

      “It’s a weapon,” the Warden’s voice came back, crackling with interference. “Illegal and incredibly dangerous. Be careful with it.”

      Kyra eyed the case dubiously. Stress-fractures webbed one corner of it; she’d hit that guard pretty hard. “It’s not going to blow up, is it?”

      “That depends,” the voice on the comm went a shade darker, “on what you’re doing with it.”

      Kyra shrugged. Above my paygrade, anyway.

      Not that Kreon bothered actually paying her.

      “I am trusting you to treat that device with utmost caution,” he continued.

      Ha! Easy for him to say. At this precise moment, her boss – Lord Anakreon, Warden of the First Circle, to give him his full title – was having dinner with the system’s governor, in some lush private pad at the opposite end of the space station. Kreon loathed politics; he’d accepted the governor’s invitation purely to give himself an alibi whilst his crew performed the heist.

      Tough gig. I bet they’ve got really nice wine.

      She turned to the giant slab of meat and muscle standing beside her. The last two guards dangled unconscious from his hands; evidently he’d slammed them into each other. That was going to hurt in the morning.

      “Hey Blas! Time to go.”

      “Uh-huh.” He flung the two men away casually. “So it’s a weapon, eh?”

      “Yup.” She patted the case. “Delicate.”

      Blas cracked a grin. “Reckon we can use it?”

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Illegal! Didn’t you hear?”

      His grin only widened. “My favourite kind.”

      

      With their attackers down, Kyra took stock of the situation.

      The results weren’t great.

      An alarm was blaring from somewhere – it had started wailing the instant she grabbed the case. Which meant that more guards would be coming their way, and fast. Lethal force was almost certain to be authorised, and she was stuck holding something she had to protect at all costs…

      Oh, and if it gets hit, it’ll probably explode and kill us all.

      She sighed.

      Working for a Warden was never dull.

      Blas had been busy collecting rifles from their opponents; he had three of them dangling from his neck like over-sized costume jewellery. He stuck a finger in one ear and winced at the siren. “Reckon we lost the element o’ surprise?”

      Kyra chuckled in spite of herself. The big man had a gift for understatement.

      “Nah… I think we can rustle something up.”

      

      They’d barely made it out into the corridor when a flash of intent reached her mind. She threw herself backward, clothes-lining Blas in the same motion. They both fell back inside the lab, just managing to remain upright as a torrent of laser-fire blew chunks out of the doorway.

      Whew! Too close!

      The psychic trait known as the Gift had saved her life more times than she could count. It made her spectacularly difficult to ambush; she only wished it had a slightly longer range.

      The storm of energy outside suggested a full squad was shooting at them. She raised an eyebrow. “Wow. They really don’t want us to take this thing.”

      Blas mugged surprise, and wrapped his mitts around one of the slender rifles. It looked ridiculous in his hands, like a kid’s toy.

      The comm chip on her collar crackled again. This time there was urgency in Kreon’s voice; “Kyra, I need you to return to the ship immediately!”

      She cut the signal with a curse, and made a strangling motion with her free hand. “What does he think we’re trying to do?”

      Another volley flashed past, melting part of the door opposite.

      It’s getting kind of hot in here…

      And the clock was ticking.

      Reluctantly, she placed the metal case on the floor. The twin swords wrapped around her waist responded to her mental command, uncoiling as she gripped their handles.

      “I guess we do this the hard way after all.” She gave the swords a flick, and their blades rippled like ribbons.

      Blas took a step back. The big man was scared of nothing, but he’d seen what those swords could do. He stooped to collect the case, threading it onto one of the rifle slings around his neck. “You reckon we give ‘em a chance to surrender?”

      As if in reply, another burst of shots found their doorway. There wasn’t much left of it by this point.

      Kyra shook her head in mock disgust. “You know what really pisses me off? We’re the good guys!”

      Blas jerked a meaty thumb in the direction of the latest fusillade. “You wanna tell ‘em?”

      

      Focussing on the Gift, Kyra drew a bead on their opponents. Six of them, all clustered together at the far end of the corridor. With a thought, she turned her hair from stealth-black into a vibrant rainbow. Time to show these assholes what they’re dealing with!

      A screech of metal drew her attention back to Blas. The big man had torn an eight-foot section of steel work-surface off its brackets and was propping it against the wall. He drew a combat knife, and drove it clear through the metal table at waist-height. Nodding at his handiwork, he drew a second knife (he generally carried at least three), and repeated the procedure. Then, flexing biceps the size of Kyra’s head, he lifted the solid slab of metal by these makeshift handles. “Weighs a bit,” he muttered.

      Kyra didn’t bother asking. If there was one thing Blas was good at it, it was providing a distraction. For some reason, people tended to see him as a threat…

      As he headed out into the corridor, gigantic shield at the ready, Kyra jogged deeper into the lab. Her Gift-sense of their attackers was coming in strong; they weren’t far away now.

      Her blades swung up, effortlessly carving a new doorway through the back wall of the lab. She stepped through into a similar space, this one equipped with what looked like heavy-duty scanning equipment.

      Outside, she could tell Blas was advancing; his mind was calm, as it always was in the middle of a firefight. His opponents were a little more agitated. It can’t have escaped their notice that their laser blasts were having little effect on the approaching slab of metal.

      Kyra stepped between the big scanners and approached the wall. Hmmm… about there.

      With two curving strokes, she sliced an opening. A burst of gas suggested she’d cut something important, but she trusted her vac-suit to protect her. She leapt through the hole, coming out behind the squad – six guards, all blazing away at a now white-hot table-top, that was bearing down on them nevertheless.

      They hadn’t even noticed her cutting in.

      Hah! Amateurs.

      It took her about two seconds to deal with the lot of them.

      Blas must have noticed the sudden silence, as he threw his shield down with an almighty clang. Sweat poured off him, together with the smell of scorched flesh.

      “Are you alright?” she asked him.

      “Bit hot.” He looked down at the tangle of bodies, then back at her. “We’re still the good guys, right?”

      She lifted one shoulder. “Meh. Mostly.”

      

      The maintenance airlock they’d broken in through was still jammed open, their tiny shuttle attached to the other side.

      “Lucky,” Blas rumbled, as Kyra strapped herself into the pilot’s seat.

      She decided not to bother pointing out just how many things had already gone wrong with this ‘stealth’ mission – instead she busied herself with getting them out of there. By the time Blas was seated they were already detached from the lab and burning hard for deep space.

      Unfortunately, they weren’t alone.

      “Blips?” She rapped on the sensor display, as though that could magically change its findings. “Ah, crap.”

      She opened the shuttle’s comm, preferring its clarity over her portable one. “Kreon? Tell me you’re back on board Wayfinder. We’re en route, but they’ve got fighters in the air.”

      “I am ahead of you,” the Warden came back. “I will commence docking shortly.”

      “Shortly? We’re going to be blown out of the sky shortly. Just get your ass back here with some firepower!”

      “Duly noted,” the Warden said.

      Bastard didn’t even have the grace to sound worried.

      She flipped the tactical display to heads-up, grimacing at the three small marks shifting vectors to intercept. So close already? Too close… No way they could scramble them that fast.

      As realisation dawned on her, she stabbed the comm again. “Hey old man! These fighters aren’t out here for us – they were after you! What the hell did you say to the governor to piss him off so badly?”

      “Those fighters are no longer under the governor’s command,” Kreon replied.

      “What do you mean? How do you know?”

      “Because midway through our dinner, I executed him for treason.”

      Kyra’s jaw opened and closed again a few times, as this sunk in.

      “But… wha…?”

      Maybe the wine wasn’t so great after all.

      Luckily, her combat reflexes were on a different circuit, and she slewed their shuttle around to make a run for it.

      Blas waved a meaty hand at the pursuing dots. “They’ll get us before we get there,” he pointed out.

      “I know,” Kyra, said, a bit snappier than she intended.

      “And we ain’t got no guns.”

      “I know.”

      “Well,” the big man corrected himself, “you ain’t got no guns.”

      He unstrapped and stood up, heading back to a row of lockers. He opened one and took out the biggest size of helmet commonly available – one which he’d always complained was ‘a bit snug’. He put it on, the clasps engaging with a snap, then reached back into the locker.

      The weapon he brought out was nearly as tall as he was.

      Kyra risked a look over her shoulder as he hefted the thing; heavy cables trailed from it down to a powerpack the size of a footstool. She had no idea what its design parameters were, but being carried wasn’t one of them.

      “Where the hell did you get that?”

      His voice, electronically filtered, contained a hint of pride. “Stole it.”

      “What are you–? Oh, never mind.”

      She’d worked with him enough times to follow the train of his thoughts.

      She could have read them straight from his mind if she’d wanted to, but somehow she’d never quite fancied going in there.

      She glanced at the tactical display, as Blas sealed himself inside the cargo bay. Just in time – the fighters were gaining fast, and a flash of laser light sizzled past her canopy.

      “They’re coming in straight, not trying to manoeuvre,” she commed him.

      His reply was a grunt.

      Another blast struck their port side, vaporising one stubby wing as she threw them into a hard turn. She heard a clatter, and saw the precious case go skidding across the deck to slam into her seat.

      “Damnit, Blas!”

      “Oh. Ready!” he called, sounding more cheerful than he had any right to.

      So she hit the door release, and opened the cargo bay to space.

      The lead fighter never knew what hit it.

      Neither did Kyra, to be honest – the docking bay monitor nearly shorted out when Blas unleashed a stream of energy so bright she had to look away.

      The enemy pilot had been taking his time, lining up directly behind them for a kill-shot, and the detonation of his ship was so fierce it took one of his wingmen with it. The last one veered away, clearly soiling himself, and suddenly they were in the clear.

      She closed the cargo bay doors, and flipped her display to long-range.

      “That do it?” Blas came over the speaker.

      “That’ll do it,” she confirmed.

      “Good. Coz me battery’s dead.”

      “No shit!”

      The news from the scan wasn’t great, either. Another group of fighters had just launched, and they were punching it in Kreon’s direction. Hopefully the Warden’s shuttle had docked with the Wayfinder by now, and he was firing up the larger ship’s weapon systems…

      But that didn’t help Kyra.

      Wayfinder could pack a decent punch when needed, but by the time Kreon fought his way through the fighters that were closing in on him, more would arrive. She didn’t know what kind of forces the governor kept on stand-by, but it would be more than they could handle.

      We really have to start planning these things better.

      A sudden stink assailed her nostrils, and a damage report scrolled across her console. That hit had been worse than she thought; one of their engines was failing, the coolant boiling off into space through a crack in its housing.

      The smoke slowly filling the cockpit probably wasn’t good, either.

      Blas strolled in from the cargo bay, wafting a hand in front of his face. “Whew! That wasn’t me.”

      “No, that’s a fire in our electrical systems,” she said. Alerts pinged up on her console as the ship’s computer tried to contain the blaze.

      Blas stowed his weapon and strapped himself in beside her. “We hit?”

      “Yeah. No way we can make it back to Wayfinder like this. I’ll head for the planet, and we’ll see what we can do on the ground.”

      “We crashing?”

      “No!” she snapped. Then she reappraised the situation. “Maybe a little.”

      She hit the comm, opening a channel to Kreon. “No point waiting for us,” she told him, “we’re going down. You might as well get out of here.”

      “How severe is the damage? Has hull integrity been compromised?”

      She raised an eyebrow at the note of concern in his voice. “No, we should make it to the surface.”

      “In that case, I believe a tactical withdrawal is expedient. A temporary measure, however; rest assured, I will find you.”

      “Damn right you will! And try not to execute any high-ranking officials while we’re gone.”

      She cut the comm.

      “Nice to know he cares,” Blas muttered.

      “Ha! What he cares about is his precious box. Speaking of which – can you please hold on to that damn thing?”

      Blas grunted, collecting the battered metal case and returning to his seat to nurse it. “What you reckon it does?”

      “I don’t know,” Kyra said, “but it had better be worth it.”
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      Amazingly, the mysterious case survived the crash.

      The rest of the ship wasn’t quite so lucky.

      Their trip through the atmosphere hadn’t been kind, partially due to the lack of one wing, and partially due to the fact that the starboard engine had failed completely a few minutes in.

      To say the landing was rough would be an understatement on par with saying Blas liked guns. With systems going dark and bits tearing off the ship every few seconds, there hadn’t been a whole lot of options. She’d managed to find an uninhabited-looking stretch of swampland miles from the nearest urban area, and gambled on a softer impact versus the very real danger of ploughing so deep into the mire that they drowned in it.

      This time, they really had been lucky.

      Now, as the crippled remains of the ship groaned and shifted beneath them, she felt like it would be a good time to get the hell out of there.

      

      Blas, for his part, had said nothing. That was as much a surprise as it was a relief. Was the big man finally developing tact?

      She followed him out of the cockpit, which on a shuttle this size was reinforced to compensate for the lack of escape pods. The crew compartment was twisted and buckled; daylight streamed in through great rents torn in the hull. The aft section, which had previously contained the cargo bay, was simply gone.

      “Reckon you can fix it?” Blas asked, poking a finger through a hole.

      Son of a bitch was saving that one! She didn’t dignify it with an answer.

      “We’d better get moving. When they come looking for us, this is where they’ll start. You can probably see this mess from orbit.”

      She started for the hatch, before realising they could simply walk out of the gaping hole where the back of the ship used to be. A moan of dismay from Blas stopped her dead.

      “What is it?”

      He was staring at the wreckage of the enormous energy weapon – its power cables had torn loose, and its barrel was bent at an unlikely angle.

      “Come on, man,” she tugged at his sleeve, but he didn’t move. “You couldn’t have carried that thing through a swamp anyway. Blas, it’s only a gun.”

      His head snapped up, and he glared at her in the closest thing to anger she’d ever seen from him.

      “I’m… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that,” she said.

      He grunted, then reached down to place a loving hand on the ruined weapon’s stock. “She saved us up there,” he muttered.

      “Ah, yeah… she did, sure enough. Can we go now?”

      Blas nodded, and with the precious case tucked under one arm he led the way

      out.

      Into the swamp.

      

      Thick brown sludge sucked at her boots, reaching to her thighs in places.

      The smell was the worst thing, with the heat and the humidity tied in second-place.

      Instantly, she was assailed by swarms of insects. Her vac-suit was fully sealed up to the collar – but above that, her only protection was harsh language.

      Behind her, Blas fared little better. His powerful frame and dense musculature, the result of being born on a high-gravity world, actually made him sink further into the gloop. Every stride he took made a huge slurping sound, while overhanging vines and leaves tangled around his head.

      The insects seemed way more interested in her, though.

      Probably because I’m covered in blood. Again.

      It was a depressingly regular occurrence.

      Ever since she’d taken this job, she’d been struggling to balance her femininity with the constant need to kick ass on an industrial scale.

      Sure, it was nice to know that she could go toe-to-toe with pretty much anyone in the galaxy – not even Blas could take her in a fair fight – but sometimes she just wanted to look nice, goddammit!

      Huh! Fat chance.

      Her dwindling wardrobe was locked in a war of attrition with her chosen career – and it was losing. Likewise, her skin, nails and hair spent far more time caked in disgusting substances than they did in essential grooming products. Now, not only was she wearing the blood of the guards she’d killed, she was dripping with sweat, being bitten repeatedly on the face, and sloshing knee-deep through a filthy, foetid, festering cess-pit!

      It was so far from her pampered, luxurious upbringing that she almost wished she’d never run away.

      Her boots were full of the foul brown slop; she could feel it oozing between her toes with every squelching footstep. Sinister black flies made a cloud around her head, crawling along her scalp and mounting regular sorties on her mouth and nose. The stench made her want to gag, as did the sight of the thick, slimy mud oozing off her arms and legs.

      She didn’t even want to think about what was going on beneath the water. Visions of blood-suckers burrowing into the joints in her suit, or razor-toothed horrors rising up in search of a meal were impossible to ignore.

      Something touched her leg, and she shrieked.

      “I could have brought us down in a field, or a forest,” she moaned. “Why did it have to be a frikkin’ swamp?”

      Behind her, she heard the meaty slap of Blas swatting an insect. “I like swamps,” he muttered.

      

      They spent a delightful few hours wading aimlessly. Kyra had hoped to find dry ground somewhere, but so far the biggest chunk they’d passed was barely wide enough for them both to stand on.

      She was starting to regret her decision to land there – no, scratch that! She was way past regret. At the moment, her internal pissed-off-ometer read ‘murderous’.

      It didn’t help that Blas had spent the last half-hour extolling the virtue of swamps.

      “Dead ‘ard to track people through ‘em, too,” he added, updating his list of their benefits. “And no heavy stuff comin’ after ya, unless they got skimmers.”

      She’d long since given up replying, and was now wondering whether or not she could get away with leaving him here.

      “Good grub, if you don’t mind eatin’ lizards…”

      Kyra shook her head in despair, sending thick brown droplets flying from her multi-coloured tresses. How the hell did it get in my hair?

      

      Drones were the first sign that someone was looking for them.

      The buzzing of their tiny motors was barely audible over the omnipresent insects, but for once that counted in their favour. The shiny spherical drones that overflew them gave no indication that they’d been spotted – something Blas would no doubt credit to their living cloud-cover.

      “They’ll be back,” she hissed, “and in tighter formation. Come on Kreon! Where the hell are you?”

      Blas, who had taken shelter by submerging himself up to the neck, rose like a leviathan from the deep. “Hey, you reckon Kreon really shot that dude?”

      It took a full second for Kyra to follow his meaning. “The governor? I’d say so. You know what he’s like – ‘swift justice’ and all that.”

      Blas mugged a thoughtful expression. “Wonder why.”

      Kyra wasn’t really in the mood for a chat. “Whatever’s in that box, he had plans for it. Kreon obviously didn’t like them, and killed him to stop them.”

      Blas raised a meaty hand and tipped the box, letting thick brown sludge drip off it. “You reckon it’s waterproof?”

      Kyra stared at him in horror. “Is there water inside it?”

      “Dunno.” Blas raised the case to his ear and gave it a shake.

      “Are you kidding me?” Kyra yelled at him. “Don’t shake it!”

      “Huh. Seems alright.” He held it up, studying its mud-splattered contours. “Must be crazy bad, whatever’s in there. To burn a hole right through some bloke just for havin’ it.”

      Kyra scowled at him. “Blas, I would burn a hole right through you just to get out of this frikkin’ swamp.”

      “It’s not that bad. I—”

      “If you tell me you like swamps one more time, I swear I will drown you in this shit. I’ve got mud inside my suit, for Sydon’s sake! How is that even possible?”

      They resumed their trek, and Blas was mercifully silent for a few sloshing strides.

      “S’not the swamp’s fault,” he said at last.

      

      With the roar of distant engines adding to the evidence of pursuit, they hugged the taller vegetation and kept their eyes on the sky.

      Consequently, they weren’t at all prepared for the attack from below.

      The first Kyra knew of it was when something heavy slammed into her knees, toppling her backward. She caught a glimpse of the thing as it flashed past – iridescent scales, gleaming purple where they broke the surface.

      She took a mouthful of swamp as she went under, and came up retching – to see something huge emerging from the mire in front of her.

      It had to be three metres long, and fully half of it was mouth. As Kyra scrambled to get her feet under her, another sweep of that powerful tail drove it straight at Blas.

      The big man staggered back as the thing hit him, its mouth a yawning gulf lined with teeth like daggers. As those terrible jaws snapped shut, Blas reacted on instinct – wedging the metal case in between them.

      The creature thrashed, trying to dislodge the obstruction, but Blas clung to the handle with formidable strength. Their wrestling match continued for a few seconds, but as Kyra found her feet the creature let go and plunged back into the swamp.

      By the time she reached Blas, everything was quiet again. Not a ripple showed on the surface.

      They turned in circles, anticipating another attack, but none came.

      “Huh,” Blas said, finally. “That learned ‘im.”

      Kyra had to face-palm. “Not with the case! Dammit, Blas.”

      “S’all good,” he held the battered box up. “Bit dented. Few teeth marks.”

      “Ugh! Give it to me.”

      “Yeah, good plan,” Blas said, handing it over. “You hold this, and if that thing comes back, I’ll bop ‘im.”

      Kyra ground her teeth and prayed for patience.

      It didn’t work.

      “Blas!” she snapped. “Take it.” She held the case out to him.

      Confusion clouded his face, but he unballed his fists and reclaimed it.

      With her hands free, Kyra uncoiled the swords from her waist.

      Blas might fancy wrestling that thing, but she’d far rather chop it into fish-bait.

      

      By the time they found solid ground, it was clear they weren’t alone. Booted footprints already graced the mud, and clinks and clanks of gear and machinery could be heard all around them.

      “We could hide underwater,” Blas suggested.

      Kyra fixed him with a glare. “Hell. No. I’ve had enough of this shit. If Kreon doesn’t get his ass here in the next five minutes, I’m going to find and disembowel every single idiot they’ve got out here. You in?”

      Blas wiped the mud off his mouth before giving her a grin. “Yup! I like being the good guys.”

      It was one thing to make such a plan however, and quite another to actually carry it out.

      The truth was that Kyra’s expertise lay in clean environments. Space combat. Space-station combat. Upper-class urban districts combat… with a side of shopping. She wasn’t big on jungle warfare, or swamp warfare… basically any kind of warfare that involved getting covered in slime, was something she tried to avoid.

      

      They made their way as stealthily as possible through the foliage, Kyra keeping her swords at the ready. She kept the flexible blades short, not wanting to disturb the vegetation any more than she had to. A new sound reached her ears; a deep hum, growing louder by the second.

      Skimmer.

      Blas was right – that was the only way to bring large numbers of troops, or heavy ordinance, into an environment like this.

      Which meant if it wasn’t a party already, it was about to be.

      Come ON, Kreon!

      She pushed through a curtain of dangling plants—

      And froze.

      Arranged in a rough semi-circle in front of her were at least two squads of armoured soldiers. A commotion behind her suggested more had arrived to pen her in.

      Too late, the Gift clued her in on the men moving to surround them.

      None of them seemed particularly happy. She started to count them, and gave up at lots.

      But what really bothered her was the skimmer. It was sitting right there, bold as brass, its turbofans idling…

      With a heavy laser cannon pointed right at her.

      Crap.

      Blas moved up next to her, a frown on his face. “Got trouble,” he muttered.

      She gave him a look. “You think?”

      “Come out!” one of the soldiers yelled. “Hands where we can see ‘em!”

      Kyra traded sighs with Blas, before taking a slow step forward.

      She glanced around, calculating the distance. Her swords had a far greater range than any of these guys could imagine, but it wasn’t infinite. She could take out three, maybe even five, from where she was standing…

      Before the rest of them lit her up like a holiday ornament.

      Damn it.

      She could tell that Blas was going through a similar thought process, though one uncomplicated by the limitations of obscure, ancient weaponry. When he reached the same conclusion, she saw his shoulders sag.

      “Hey,” she said to him, “don’t worry. We’ll get out of this.”

      “Drop your weapons!” the solder yelled.

      With supreme reluctance, Kyra let her swords fall. The blades had been in her family for so many generations that no-one remembered their origin; besides her colour-changing hair, they were her single most prized possession.

      Beside her, Blas followed suit – tossing the precious case to the ground with a thunk.

      “Dammit, Blas!”

      

      The scream of atmosphere jets drew all eyes to the sky, as the belly of a starship dropped toward them at frightening speed. Kyra clenched a fist in triumph; that had to be Wayfinder, which meant that Kreon had finally found them.

      The Warden’s timing, like many aspects of his character, made her want to slap him and high-five him at the same time.

      The ring of soldiers stared upwards, open-mouthed, as the ship slowed to hover directly above them. A few trained their rifles on it when a hatch opened, spilling bright yellow light down into the murk.

      And from that hatch, their saviour emerged.

      The Warden floated slowly down to earth as though weightless. Kyra knew that the staff in his right hand had the power to alter gravity – or rather, the alien orb atop it did. But the effect was pretty impressive for the uninitiated; the soldiers stared at him, mesmerised, until his boots made contact with the soft ground.

      She had to admit, it was a grand entrance.

      Marred only slightly by the fact that, once he turned the grav-field off, he immediately sank into the mud up to his knees.

      He cast a sidelong glance at Kyra. “Your taste in venues leaves a lot to be desired.”

      That was as far as he got, before the soldiers seemed to recognise the threat. Their rifles snapped up again, now targeting Kreon as well.

      He pretended not to notice, lifting his legs clear of the mud until he was standing on solid ground again.

      This didn’t go down well with the soldiers’ commander, who advanced on Kreon with his rifle raised.

      “Drop your weapons, old man! And tell that ship up there to stand down now.”

      “I am carrying no firearms,” Kreon replied, opening his long black trench coat to prove the point. “And my ship is on autopilot; since you are holding its crew hostage, I was the only person aboard.”

      “Then get on your knees!”

      Kreon looked pointedly at the surrounding mud. “No.”

      The commander seemed taken aback by that. “What? I’m gonna blow you away, old-timer! You want to die right now?”

      “I do not,” Kreon said, a touch of frost in his voice. “I am Lord Anakreon, Warden of the First Circle. These individuals are members of my crew, and as such are under my protection. You will surrender them to me at once.”

      Kyra winced. The Warden always sounded like a pompous ass. She was getting used to it, but locally-trained militiamen weren’t likely to appreciate his attitude.

      Unsurprisingly, none of the soldiers looked convinced.

      Their squad leader least of all.

      “Oh yeah?” Sarcasm dripped from his words. “And why would I do that?”

      Kreon fixed the man with an imperious stare. “Two reasons: one is that I out-rank every person you’ve ever met, or seen, or heard of.” As he said this, a hologram flickered to life above his left shoulder, featuring the rings-and-trident badge of the Wardens. “The second, is because you have no choice. I am taking my crew, regardless of your petty concerns. And I will not look kindly on any attempt to obstruct me.”

      “Obstruct?” The commander was incredulous. “Heard that, lads? We’re not to ‘obstruct’ this fine gentleman!”

      A few sniggers came from the surrounding troops, but their commander was done joking. Stepping forward, he aimed his rifle directly at Kreon’s head. “You think I give a shit about some stupid holo? The scaffs in my hood sell badges like that for fifty credits. Your people are thieves. Now I’m giving you till three. Drop your shit and get on the ground, or we’ll see if your head can ‘obstruct’ my laser blast. One.”

      Kreon raised his hands in a placating gesture. “Commander, I—”

      “Two.”

      Kreon took a step toward the man. “Do not—”

      “Three. Time’s up. Sorry old man, but you had this coming.”

      And he opened fire.

      Kyra watched as a bolt of white hot energy blazed from the rifle’s barrel – only to hit the invisible energy field surrounding Kreon, and ricochet off into the swamp.

      Stunned, the commander looked down at his rifle. But he wasn’t a man who gave up easily. He snapped off another pair of shots, his eyes widening as both blasts were deflected mere inches from their target. Anger flared then, and he leaned into his weapon for a volley on full-auto.

      But Kreon was still moving. Ignoring the lethal storm of energy playing around him, he closed the distance in two short strides. He tapped the orb on the top of his staff, and raised it for a strike…

      The commander, having fired a dozen rounds point-blank with no discernible effect, dropped his rifle and yanked a serrated combat knife from his belt—

      Just as Kreon brought the staff down on his head.

      The orb struck with the gravitational mass of a small comet. The result was somewhat akin to a trash compactor.

      Kyra looked away as the man’s helmet was crushed into his body, which then buckled and split under pressure. It was a spectacle she’d witnessed too many times already, but one that she would never get used to.

      Cries of shock and disbelief came from the soldiers around them, as Kreon recovered his posture – but not one of them fired a shot.

      The remains of the commander looked like a building had fallen on him.

      The Warden turned a slow circle, glaring the horrified men into silence. “His name?” he demanded.

      “S… Sergeant Haitz,” one of the soldiers volunteered.

      “Very well. Sergeant Haitz attempted to obstruct a member of the First Circle. He then attempted to murder me. Both of these crimes are punishable by death.” He turned one more half-circuit for dramatic emphasis. “Is there a Corporal amongst you?”

      After a second’s hesitation, a hand went up. “Me, sir. Corporal Luka.”

      “Sergeant Luka,” Kreon said, “Congratulations on your promotion. Now, would you be so kind as to release my operatives?”

      The man glanced around nervously. “Uh… yes, my… lord?”

      Kreon inclined his head. “The item you were dispatched to recover has been impounded by the Wardens. Should your superiors choose to contest ownership, they are welcome to file a claim with my Order.”

      The newly-minted sergeant was clearly out of his depth – and not only because he was standing in a swamp.

      “Ah, y–yes, My Lord,” he stammered.

      “And one other thing. My ship cannot land in this area, so I am commandeering your skimmer.”

      The sergeant looked back at the thrumming machine. “Ah, that’s our only heavy weapons platform…”

      “You may remove the laser cannon Sergeant, I do not require it.”

      Blas cleared his throat with a sound like thunder.

      When Kreon crooked an eyebrow at him, the big man made a tragic face and stuck his lip out.

      “Ah. Bad news, Sergeant. I am afraid your laser cannon is required after all.”
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      As the wind whipped past them, Kyra gunned the skimmer’s engines. Kreon left Blas fawning over his new toy, and joined her at the helm. “That went well,” he said.

      Kyra gave him the side-eye. “Not for Sergeant Squish,” she pointed out. “You’re always telling me not to make a mess. You couldn’t have arrived, like, five minutes before them?”

      “Of course not!” Kreon sounded vaguely offended. “Tracking fugitives through a swamp is hardly my area of expertise. How do you think I found you? I was following them.”

      

      With the skimmer safely docked in the main hangar, and Wayfinder leaving the atmosphere at a point as far as possible from the ex-governor’s space station, they gathered around a small work bench in the ship’s armoury.

      Blas placed the battered case on the table. Then he reached out and rubbed a corner of it with his sleeve. “Sorry, boss. Bit o’ brains.”

      Kyra rolled her eyes at him.

      The Warden examined the damage, then gave Kyra a judgmental glance.

      She spread her hands. “Don’t look at me! He was carrying it.”

      Kreon said nothing.

      Under the concealing gloves he wore, one of his hands was mechanical; he used the extra strength it gave him to force the case open in spite of its lock.

      Kyra braced herself for the worst, then peered inside.

      At nothing.

      The case was empty.

      What the f…?

      She was drawing breath for an explosion of her own, when Kreon calmly pushed the lid closed. “As I suspected,” he drawled.

      “Eh?” Blas muscled in for a closer look. “I don’t get it.”

      “No, you don’t have it,” Kreon corrected him. “Fortunately, I do.” He turned to the side and lifted a smooth white object down from a shelf. It was clearly alien; about the size of a combat boot, sleek and conical, with just the hint of fine lines engraved on its surface.

      And it would have fit inside that case perfectly.

      “You mean that whole damn time we were running around with nothing? And you knew?”

      “The governor was kind enough to show this to me over dinner. However, I could not be certain that this was, in fact, the genuine article.”

      “But…” Kyra felt the anger rising beyond her power to stop it. “We crashed in a—You let me wade through that— I got slime in my hair for Sydon’s sake!”

      “Yeah boss,” Blas added. “We guarded that box with our lives.”

      Kreon traced one of the deeper tooth-marks with a finger. “Yes. Quite,” he said, dryly. “Good job.”

      Kyra was taking deep breaths. She normally had a pretty good grip on her emotions, but there was something about having every part of her body covered in stinking swamp-ooze that really made her want to choke someone.

      Son of a bitch!

      More than anything, she needed a shower.

      

      It was several hours and three thorough scrubbings later, before she felt calm enough to speak to Kreon again. Blas was off doing whatever it was he did in between missions – honestly, she didn’t want to know. But decked out in her last pair of imitation-Earth-vintage jeans and a hot pink tank top, she finally felt like the karmic balance of the universe had been restored.

      The stiff drink Kreon had waiting for her in the crew lounge helped, too.

      “The device appears to be fully functional,” he said, holding it out for her inspection. “I have studied the information that Governor Boreas furnished me with before his untimely demise. He was calling it a ‘psychic lance’.”

      Kyra’s brow furrowed. “It has something to do with the Gift, then?”

      “Indeed. Unfortunately, we are unable to verify his assertions with a test.”

      She poked a finger at the delicate etchings on it. “Why not?”

      “Because its sole power appears to lie in the torturing and execution of psychics.”

      Kyra took an involuntary step back. “What the hell? What kind of race would create something like that?”

      “An interesting question, though sadly one that will remain unanswered for the time being.”

      “And how did he know? The governor, I mean…” she left the sentence dangling, as the full horror of the situation dawned on her. “So the rumours were true? He was abducting Gifted children…”

      Kreon’s face turned grave. “Indeed. However, we need not concern ourselves with the past. Local law enforcement will be required to investigate his death. I have no doubt there are other schemes which will come to light once they begin their enquiries. Governor Boreas was a thoroughly unpleasant individual, and the galaxy will be significantly improved by his absence.”

      Kyra eyed the Warden suspiciously. “And you knew all of this when you shot him, right?”

      The slight raise of one eyebrow was all the answer she needed.

      

      When the nearest viewscreen announced a comm-call from Atalia, the fortress homeworld of the Wardens, Kyra slipped off the couch to stand well outside the broadcast area.

      Kreon scowled at her, but she ignored him. She’d spent her entire adult life trying to keep a low profile; chit-chatting with one of the most powerful people in the galaxy ran counter to her survival instinct.

      The trident-and-rings emblem vanished, replaced by the top half of the High Warden himself – Lord Erekasten, Kreon’s erstwhile mentor.

      “Ah! There you are.” The High Warden’s tone was surprisingly warm. Kyra had never actually met him, but the old man’s reputation was stern and uncompromising.

      “Erek,” Kreon replied, his familiarity speaking volumes. “I have some excellent news.”

      “Then it’s most welcome.” The High Warden drummed gnarled fingers on the desk in front of him. “Sometimes I feel like it’s been crisis after crisis ever since I took this job.”

      Kreon actually chuckled. “How heavy, the crown?”

      On screen, Erekasten grinned back at him. “Yes, but I’ve been wearing the damn thing for nearly a hundred years, and I’m getting sick of it.”

      Kreon waved a dismissive hand at him. “You recall the alien device that was discovered in the dig on Xarius a year ago? I have deduced its location, and managed to confirm the identity of its purchaser.”

      At this, Erek sat up noticeably straighter. “You’ve seen the device? Does it do what they say?”

      Kreon nodded. “I have second-hand reports that attest to both its specifications and its lethality. As you can imagine, my primary concerns are the potential applications of such a device.”

      “Yes…” the High Warden rubbed the lines on his forehead. “Gifted people have always risen to positions of power and influence. To be able to assassinate any of them, silently, at any time…” He shuddered. “Gods, Kreon! Half the First Circle members have at least some degree of talent. If someone manages to reverse-engineer that technology…”

      “You have nothing to fear,” Kreon told him. “Last night, I staged a recovery attempt.” He glanced off-camera, at Kyra. “Two of my associates were shot down during their acquisition of the device. Both of them survived, but the device itself was destroyed in the crash.”

      Kyra felt her mouth make an ‘o’. The entire conversation had been an eye-opener, but that degree of duplicity was beyond unexpected. It was…

      It was pure Kreon.

      “Nothing remains?”

      “Nothing,” Kreon confirmed.

      Several emotions flickered across the High Warden’s features in quick succession; surprise, concern, relief… and then suspicion.

      “And where did you find it, exactly? Who was this mysterious purchaser?”

      The old leather trench coat that Kreon wore everywhere was hanging open. He thrust his hands into the pockets. “By pure coincidence, two of my investigations converged. The device was in the hands of Governor Boreas of Aralon.”

      Lord Erekasten closed his eyes as though in pain. “Oh Kreon! I seem to recall specifically asking you not to investigate him. Governor Boreas is a dangerous man, and a powerful one. He has a lot of politicians in his pocket. The last thing we need right now is him as an enemy.”

      “Then it will no doubt please you to learn that I executed him for treason.”

      “WHAT?” Erek looked like he’d just had a heart attack. “How? Why? What did—?”

      “You will find all the pertinent details in my report.”

      “Report?” The High Warden’s jaw fell open. “I haven’t got time for—” His hands came up, balled into fists, and he made a visible effort to compose himself. “Never mind. Just please stop executing people, and get your self-righteous carcass back to Atalia now!”

      And he cut the connection.

      Kyra detached herself from the bulkhead and strolled across the bridge. “That went well.”

      Kreon favoured her with a sardonic eyebrow.

      “So…” she decided to change the subject. “I’ll lay in a course for Atalia, shall I?”

      He stopped her with a gesture. “Not yet. We have a stop-off to make first.”
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      The ‘psychic lance’ – now confirmed by Kreon to be many thousands of years old – was re-sealed inside the decrepit metal case.

      As Kyra had suspected, it did fit perfectly.

      That case was sealed inside another, far larger crate, into which Kreon placed a digital archive of all the research he’d done on the journey here.

      Wherever here is…

      The Warden hadn’t let Kyra plot the course – hadn’t even let her be in the cockpit during the process. She’d been a bit miffed at first, seeing as how technically she was employed as his pilot, but finally curiosity had gotten the better of her. She’d volunteered to help Blas drag the heavy crate into the docking bay, where a robotic loader had taken charge of it. The industrial haulage machine had fastened a pair of manipulator arms onto the crate and trundled toward the open bay doors – and straight out into space.

      Kyra decided she was done being surprised by Kreon’s actions, so she strolled casually along behind him as he led them to the cockpit.

      The main viewscreen was active, displaying a vast swathe of the infinite darkness surrounding them. Speckled with stars, the view looked like any one of a million she’d seen – except, there was no view. Nothing else to look at. No planets, or moons, or ships, or bases… not so much as an asteroid.

      A metallic flash caught her attention, and she realised she could just make out the distant shape of the loader, glinting in Wayfinder’s running lights.

      Miniature manoeuvring jets fired; it looked like the robot was already heading back to the ship.

      “You’re just going to leave it out there? Floating around for anyone to find?”

      “Indeed,” the Warden replied. “It is a tactic I place much faith in. Any safe-house can be breached, any ship can be captured. But the odds of another sentient being stumbling over these precise coordinates by mistake are quite literally astronomical.”

      “But…” Kyra’s brow furrowed in confusion, as she stared out into the endless gulf of space. “Why go so far out of our way? Couldn’t you have just left it in a secure vault on Atalia?”

      “Some things are too dangerous to entrust, even to the Wardens. Times change, and I do not wish to find myself regretting my actions should such a device find its way into use. Instead, if I come across an item so hazardous that its mere existence is a threat to the security of the human race… I bring it here.”

      Kyra mulled that over. She knew the Wardens were a cagey bunch, and the jobs she’d done for Kreon had been drenched in secrecy. The old man was stingier with information than he was with cash. He was also deceptive, paranoid, and downright devious…

      That was what made him so interesting to work for.

      “Still, wouldn’t you be better off destroying it? You know, like you said? Instead of leaving it here in one piece… Won’t you lie awake at night, worrying that someone could just rock up here at any moment and trip over it?”

      The Warden mugged a thoughtful look. “It hasn’t happened yet,” he said.

      He tapped a control on the nearest console, and the viewscreen lit up with the results of a sensor sweep. Green specks stippled the monitor at regular intervals, like a gigantic game of join-the-dots.

      Hundreds of them…

      Stretching off into the night in all directions.

      Kyra took a sharp breath, as she realised what she was looking at.

      “There are currently one-thousand, six-hundred and ninety-seven objects in my collection,” Kreon informed her. “I have spent most of the last two centuries securing them.”

      This time, she really couldn’t help herself. “But why?”

      The Warden shrugged. “Everyone has to have a hobby.”

      Kyra stared at the viewscreen, unable to take her eyes from the glowing dots. The implications were staggering…

      No wonder the old man is so damn secretive.

      He’d always struck her as moralistic – though with a rather skewed value system. That made a lot more sense now she knew that he was picking up doomsday weapons like they were going out of fashion.

      Remind me never to piss him off.

      “And you’re showing me this because…?”

      The Warden placed a gloved hand on her shoulder.

      “Because the time has come for you to understand. Though our actions may sometimes seem unconscionable, the cause we serve is nothing less than the preservation of the human race.”

      Kyra snorted. How he could deliver lines like that with a straight face was beyond her. “And now I’ve seen this, you’ve got to kill me, right? Or, wait… are you actually going to start paying me?”

      “Money is a corrupting influence,” the Warden chided. “I have no need of it.”

      Kyra rolled her eyes. “Riiight…”

      “However, there are perks associated with becoming a permanent member of my crew.”

      Blas leaned in. “We get to beat the snot out of bad guys,” he explained. “And steal their stuff.”

      She reached up and plucked a piece of vegetation from the big man’s hair. Evidently he hadn’t been as thorough in the shower. “I like his pitch better,” she told the Warden.

      Kreon’s grin was wolfish. “Then I take it you accept?”

      Kyra stared out into space again, letting the possibilities play through her mind. As always, the tug of adventure was strong – but in direct conflict with her need to fly under the radar. She had enemies out there that she’d been hiding from for as long as she could remember.

      Then again… Kreon’s technique for dealing with enemies had a lot to recommend it.

      And caution isn’t really my style.

      She let her hair ripple back into a brilliant rainbow. “Yeah, why not? Someone’s got to keep an eye on you two.”

      “And I promise, you will find the work we do considerably more rewarding than mere financial compensation.”

      She wafted that sentiment away because it was blatantly ridiculous. “Yeah, well. Lucky for you, I’m a sucker for a good cause.”
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      Trace stepped inside the Cocoon. “The AI better be right or I’ll be a vegetable after this jump.”

      “The AI’s new algorithm is rarely wrong. Have faith.” Agent Reeves rubbed the ridge of his pointed nose and his crow’s feet deepened around his eyes.

      Trace bit his lower lip. Running away wasn’t an option. Not anymore. “Rarely means it’s been wrong once or twice before. Doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      His mission: Stop the Raimu—a reptilian species who sought the extermination of the human race—from cutting a chip out of Senna Agnew’s skull. Save her and the chip. Turn the tide of war.

      Reeves lowered a Senshii helmet over Trace’s skull. It gripped his face. For a moment, he felt as if he wasn't himself. Reeves gave him the thumbs up. “Ready?”

      “As much as I'll ever be.” Flexible leather straps wrapped snugly around Trace’s wrists and feet. Wires spread from the giant test tube called the Cocoon and sunk into a gelatinous wall, ebbing in and out as if breathing. It looked like hundreds of fighting Octopi crowded around each other.

      Trace dipped his head. “What happened to Ricardo?”

      “He's in a coma. Didn't make it.”

      “I won’t fail you like he did.”

      Reeves crossed his arms over his white lab coat. “You’re all that we’ve got. Hopefully, the AI didn’t find you too late.” Reeves tapped on Trace's helmet. “Good luck, Templar.”

      Trace stood ready for the blueline; a frequency made of currents able to transcend space and time. The United Earth Alliance scientists still hadn’t mastered the frequency. In trials, hundreds of soldiers had perished, their sanity shattered during their return trip to the present. Still not perfected, the Alliance had no choice but to employ it. Ricardo, like so many others, fell to its experimental effects.

      A disc above Trace hummed. Turquoise light blanketed him. Goosebumps rose from his arms, and the back of his neck tingled. He clenched his teeth as an electric sensation branched from his head to his toes. He grunted and his head tilted back. Static filled his ears.

      Blue energy surrounded him, carrying him along in a wave. He convulsed. Twisted. Turned in pain. Every atom in him threatened to disintegrate.

      Finally, his consciousness landed in his own body two years earlier at a location near the edge of the Sol System. As his chest arched involuntarily, he gasped for air as if his windpipes were closing. He grabbed his throat, wheezing. A cough. Another cough.

      Sweat dotted his forehead. He wiped it away with the sheets from the bed he lay upon and turned over on his back. His heartbeat thundered in his chest.

      I'm here. This is really happening. Okay. Time to do this. Time to find Senna Agnew.

      He bolted upright. Blinked. Eyes burning, he rubbed them too hard, and the skin around his eyes stung. The room spun and wouldn’t stop. He shook his head and crashed back onto a mattress and pillow. Nausea rose up to his esophagus, but he swallowed and smacked his cheeks.  

      First jump. He'd survived. “Thank God.”

      Out of the sleeping quarter’s port window, Pluto’s icy surface glared back at him, her beige aura spread out far and wide. He was at his old post on UEA Starbase McBragg, orbiting Charon, Pluto's largest moon.

      Now, two years in the past, his muscles didn’t hurt like they did before the jump. Months of training prepared him to withstand the blueline’s initial intense force, but it left him bruised and sore. Today was different. He felt like he should; loose joints and semi-relaxed muscles, but not as strong.

      He gave a double-take at a wound he suffered. During training for this jump, he’d burned his hand and wrist from an electroshock weapon malfunction. Lucky to keep his hand intact, regen techs fixed him up well, though a scarred line went from his palm to his wrist. It was there now. Yet, this happened two years in the future.

      Why is it there?

      A light glowed from an orb hovering near the ceiling, its silvery sheen and photoreceptor ‘eye’ tracking his every move. Trace had almost forgotten about it.

      “Date and time?”

      “5 March 2223, 0600 hours.”

      He let out a gush of air. McBragg didn't exist in 2225. Being back on a base blown to bits shortly after he'd experienced the Great Solar Attal War rattled his nerves. If he didn't succeed, everyone inside the base would be dead. No. Humanity would be dead.

      How could he be in a time and place that no longer existed and yet be here on the exact day the infamous war began? His gut sank.

      “Here we go.” He hurried to his gear locker. “Open.” Click. After zipping up his Templar fatigues, he tightened his gun belt, grabbed his IE9 multipurpose pistol, and checked its energy cell. Full charge. It could incapacitate with a net or energy burst. It felt good to hold it again.

      He swiped his hand over the sleeping quarter’s entrance door panel, and it whooshed open. He made for the launch bay. It would take an hour to cross from Starbase McBragg at top speed to Senna’s location on Starbase Pike, a twin station orbiting Pluto. And that’s exactly what he’d need to do.

      Sprinting down a corridor, he passed port windows lining a wall, the black universe mirroring his darkened mind. Up ahead, the corridor forked. He shifted to the right. It was lined with massive bays where humanoid techbots worked. Burnt metal wafted to Trace’s nostrils as they crafted armaments against the Raimu. Sad to think these wouldn't stand a chance against them. Warning the UAE would do no good.

      A lieutenant, slick uniform with epaulets on his shoulder and black shoes polished to mirrors, held a cadet by the neck and slammed him against a wall. Taken back, Trace stopped.

      “Have you seen him?” The lieutenant unholstered his sidearm and held it up to the man’s temple. Even with nonlethal ammo, the gun would kill him. A bead of sweat rolled down the cadet’s face, and he shook his head, his face reddening.

      Trace had never seen an officer touch a cadet, let alone pull a weapon on them.

      Trace prepared to pass them. But this was two years ago. Two years in the future, humanity hung to life by a thin line. What difference did this make? Trace's success ensured humanity's survival, and that was magnitudes more important than what was happening to this recruit. Still, it gnawed at him.

      The cadet grunted, his face turning red.

      Only a few meters from the officer, Trace said, “Sir—”

      The lieutenant let go and stepped toward Trace, his brows drawn low. “Petty Officer Striker.”

      Trace gasped. His eyes widened. He took a step back as the man’s eyes staticked like an old greyed-out holo. Flicking lines encircled his face like a mask. Trace blinked several times. What the hell was wrong with the officer’s eyes and face?

      “Sir?” He gulped.

      His expression steeled. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      The cadet clenched this throat and offered a helpful expression but nothing more.

      “Sir, Section One, Article Twelve. This will be reported to Commander Ackins.”

      The officer scrunched his brows. “I doubt that.” Before Trace could react, he grabbed Trace’s collar and twisted it in a fist.

      “Sir, let me go!”

      With a step forward, he pinned Trace against the wall. “Time’s up, Striker.” The static increased and pulsed around his eyes, flaring like a supernova.

      The cadet stumbled to his feet only to receive a sidekick, crashing him to the ground. What the hell was going on? An incident like this would have been big news aboard the station. He would have heard about it in the past, but he knew nothing of it. Trace tried prying the LT's grip from him and received an elbow to his head.

      Time slowed. His head throbbed as he regained focus. “Sir… You don't understand…” Trace said, his words a mumble.

      “But I do understand. You will not hinder this operation.” The man lowered his mouth toward his shoulder comm. “Security, wing seven, between suite eighteen and nineteen. Not a drill. Get your asses here. Now!” He raised his gun toward Trace's head.

      Trace shoved it aside with a forearm and slid his hand under the lieutenant’s wrist. A practiced move from his Templar training. He strained against the man's grip, barely able to keep it pointed at the ceiling.

      A dark green tattoo surrounded the man’s ring finger.

      Eyes full of static, no pupils, irises, or whites, the officer clenched his teeth. “Security! Security!”

      Trace brought his knee up hard into the man’s groin and dropped him to his knees. The pistol slipped from his hands and bounced off the floor.

      He heard the sound of boots rushing down the corridor from the direction he needed to go. Trace’s chest tightened. No time. Not for this. He tightened his hand and delivered a strike to the lieutenant's neck. He gagged long enough for Trace to unholster his own weapon and aim down the hall.

      The boots sounded louder. Closer. The first soldier came into view, black fatigues, red UEA insignia on his left chest. Trace thumbed a switch above the trigger guard and fired. A rubber ball crackled from his pistol's muzzle and inflated into a hand-sized net. It flung into the soldier’s shoulder and sent him careening backward. He landed with a thud. His arms jerked back and forth as the net electrified and delivered enough juice to inflict neuromuscular incapacitation.

      The lieutenant grabbed Trace’s leg. In a quick twist, Trace came down with a backhand across the man’s cheek. The static in the officer’s eyes faded, and he slunk to the floor, unconscious. Who the hell was that and how did they have that kind of tech?

      The crack of rubber bullets whipped across the air, hitting him in his leg. Wincing, Trace dropped and rolled. He heard clanks as more rounds missed their mark, mere few centimeters from his chest.

      Trace lit up another soldier and sent him flailing on the floor. He held his breath, his gun pointed at the corridor. The coast was clear, but more would arrive soon. They'd know this hall was under threat from someone, and he wasn't going to wait for reinforcements.

      Pain shot from his thigh and into his hip, making it difficult to stand. He reached down to his quadricep where a red stain grew. Blood. One bullet somehow managed to penetrate his flesh and imbed itself. Grimacing, he pulled it out and tossed it to the side. Just my luck.

      Limping, he hurried down the corridor the best he could. A woman, black hair in a bun, a holopad in her hands, backed away from him as he struggled toward the launch bay. Had she witnessed what had happened?

      “Move! Templar official business! Open the door!”

      “You were attacked by…”

      “Open the door! I'm not asking again!” His hand twitched, ready to aim his pistol at her if she didn't do as he asked.

      She ran her hand over a door, sliding it open. Backing in, the door shut in front of her, leaving him outside in the corridor. As if on cue, the pounding sounds of heavy boots carried to his ears. How did I botch this up so quickly? What went wrong? Who was the man who tried to stop me? The sounds came from both directions—from where he’d come and where he headed.

      Trapped with only one way to go, he swiped his hand over the door to the room the woman had entered. She jumped away from the control panel next to the door. No doubt she was attempting to lock it. Not today.

      The door shut behind Trace. She screamed. He lunged and wrapped one arm around her. They tumbled toward the floor. He landed on his back, still holding on to her.

      “Be quiet. I’m not going to harm you.”

      She mumbled something under his hand. He pulled away. Her breath came hard. Heavy. Fear in her every gasp.

      “Don't say a word. I mean it.”

      “Help!”

      He slapped his hand over her mouth, muzzling her. She turned her head away. But something was wrong. Something fragrant burned around her. Patchouli? Copper? Static filled her eyes, churning like spinning wires.

      With one hand, he held her down. He twisted the settings on his weapon. She launched a well-aimed punch toward his chin. He dodged and jammed the IE9 into her leg and fired, sending an electroshock into her thigh. She stiffened and then flopped back and forth. He lurched away. She bore the same exact tattoo on her ring finger the lieutenant had.

      What the…

      Without warning, the door slid open. A UEA MP stood outside, diagonal to the door. Although behind cover, the man’s hip and shoulder were in the open. Enough to target. Trace pulled the trigger. The grunt crashed to the floor, his nerve synapses on overdrive, his veins bulging as azure arcs of energy flooded his body.

      Now what? I'll never make it to my target in time. Did this happen? Am I changing the future? Wouldn't I have remembered this from a report?

      Trace stood, gun pointed outward. Shoulder against the wall, he crept along the corridor, hoping to not encounter more troops. Then he saw them. Two more. One radioed in more support. Trace ducked back inside and used the door frame to conceal himself. But the door refused to close. There was nowhere to go.

      “Throw your weapon out into the corridor or we will shoot to kill,” a male voice said.

      “You don't understand. This is Templar business. If you stop me, billions will die.”

      Their radios crackled. More incoming, no doubt. This never happened before. He was changing the past, changing every instance of whatever was.

      “Sir, if you don't throw your weapon out, we will shoot to kill! You leave us with no choice. Put your weapon down and step out with your hands up!”

      His foot tapped the woman’s holopad. This should work. Snatching it, he opened the back.

      “Promise you won't shoot me if I come out?” he asked, buying time.

      Templars were trained in electronic warfare, blip ops, and shadow combat. Few knew fifty percent of Zirroch holopads held faulty energy cells. When he spied the triple G on the registration mark, he knew he was in luck. He overcharged it, and its screen began to melt. With all his force, he flung it like a monodisk, spinning it like a propeller through the opening and smashing it against the wall on the other side of the corridor.

      Plumes of acrid smoke blew out the sides of the device.

      He pushed forward, rapidly scanning the corridor. Three soldiers to his left. Two to his right. They opened up on him, but he dodged and landed two perfect shots. The right was clear. As they fired back, rubber bullets smacked against his back. The pain brought tears to his eyes, but he refused to falter. Not now. The pain would wait.

      “Where's that backup?” one of them shouted over gunfire.

      Another pull of the trigger from his IE9. The soldier giving out orders slumped to the floor like a sack of heavy spice grain.

      Trace bent backward and thrust his legs outward, boot soles making contact with the wall. He pushed off to change direction and blazed away. Thud. Three bodies hit the floor. Energy cell almost out. Every weapon was tied to a specific user. He couldn't use theirs. Hacking one of them would delay him even more.

      “Freeze!” a voice boomed.

      Behind him and away from the direction to the launch bay, a squad raced toward him, this time armored in CASEMAT, flexi armor. He might as well be carrying a squirt gun now. He ran, shooting behind him harmlessly. Trace knew Starbase McBragg better than anyone here, maybe better than those who designed it. The chase lasted longer than he expected. Alarms blared from every direction.

      Up ahead, the doors to the launch bay were sealed. He halted in front, wishing he had the holopad to hack through its sec console. Did they lock me out?

      “Scan.” He opened his eye wide.

      A red dot found his eye. “Welcome Chief Petty Officer Trace Striker,” a robotic, female voice said.

      He grinned.

      The launch bay doors parted. He'd lost time, too much to make it according to schedule. He swore and hobbled inside. His upper back burned in agony as if swarms of wasps had buried their stingers in him. Once inside the bay, he recoded the doors, allowing only Templars to enter. They'd bypass it. Eventually.

      Inside, starfighters, their long, pointed noses like darts and wings folded back like perched hawks filled the bay. Mechanics tinkered on transports, wide and boxy with rounded edges. Engines hummed, clanging and surging with rhythmic cacophony.

      An old mentor of his, Char Wilson, sat behind a window at space traffic control. She'd mustered out and worked here, overseeing operations. Always a grandmother to him, she raised him when his mother died and taught him the ways of the world. Seeing her was like seeing an apparition. He could smell her baking a special glazed orange cake for his birthday in a memory, a memory that hadn't occurred yet.

      His radio chimed. “Petty Officer Striker, what are you doing? This is a—”

      “Code Nine, Char. Templar business. It's serious,” he replied.

      “You can't be bloody serious. The entire station is trying to find you.”

      “Please trust me this one time. Just this once.”

      A long pause followed. He checked his chrono. Seconds seemed like centuries. He put his palms together, begging her to hear his honesty. If anyone knew when he was desperate, it was her.

      Bright pulses of light etched along the entrance to the bay. Security was cutting their way in.

      “I can't believe I'm doing this,” she whispered to him through a coded channel. Her voice boomed inside the bay. “Code Nine. Code nine. Clear the deck.”

      “Thanks, Char. I owe you one.”

      “Make it count, whatever you're doing.”

      If he could hug her right now, he would. Code Nine. An unknown event mandating Templar attention. No one could question it, but it'd never been used. I'll make this count, Char. You have my word.

      He dashed around the starfighters, looking at hoses attached to fuel depots beneath the bay. It would take an hour to fuel one and twice as long to prep. He spotted a transport, standing alone, its cabin door open. Mechanics called out to him, and one tried getting in front of him. Bad move. After Trace sent him reeling with a palm strike, none of them tried again.

      Barely able to move anymore, he crawled inside, took his seat in the cockpit, and raised the radiation shield. Like an eclipse, the cockpit window dimmed. Before putting on his helmet, he wiped the sweat dotting his forehead. The HUD scanned his face and then sealed with a click. Streams of data pixelated. Distances. Regional displays. Output variations on asteroid dangers and flight patterns. Telemetries.

      The starbase's launch bay door slid open. Stars upon stars twinkled in the expanse beyond. It was good to see them again. Good to fly once more. This wasn't a sim; this was real. All his Templar training came down to this.

      He squeezed the control stick and the craft lifted off the launch bay floor. G-forces pushed him into his seat as he passed through the bay opening and darted through the gravity field.

      Who were the people with the static masks? He couldn't discern their features. How did they do that? And why? Why did they have the same tattoo on their finger? Some kind of code?

      Did anyone else encounter that anomaly? They weren't mentioned in any of the reports. None of this made sense. As long as he reached Senna Agnew in time, he'd file it as just another oddity. Perhaps the blueline was making him see things.

      Time to concentrate on the mission. Agnew. Archaeologist in the Kuiper Belt. She was the one that found the chip and dug up the weapon that had cast humanity to its knees. Inadvertently, she'd started the Great Solar Attal War. He'd have to find a way to pull the chip from her brain. But biochips didn't like to be moved. They bonded with their operator, sending nanotubes deep inside her frontal cortex, and affixed themselves, so they couldn't be freed without killing the person. Someone would know how to remove it. But who?

      He'd have time to think more about it on the way to Starbase Pike, the commerce and population center orbiting Pluto sector, which housed families, controlled commerce, and was home to factories as large as a small Earth town. He'd thread through it all to reach Senna’s apartment. He'd do his duty, fulfill his mission. She didn't have to die. He'd save her and the biochip. Enough damage had been done already.

      Friendly craft blipped on the sensors, their flight patterns also appearing on his HUD. The IFF showed a UEA starfighter. It registered as Bravo Tango Two, Shadow Weaver. It broke off from its route and aimed toward him. “Now what?”

      A flashing signal appeared on his console. The ship turned off its transponder, making it invisible.

      “Transport Alpha Nine Six, reverse course and dock with the McBragg. Out.”

      “Bravo Tango Two, this is Petty Officer Trace Striker, Space Templar. Return to course. Over.”

      The fighter launched a full missile spread. Trace flicked off his own transponder. He found the dust caster and showered space with metal fragments and then banked hard. Six missiles changed course. But the fighter had launched a volley of twenty and they peppered through the transport's meager defensive cloud.

      He had one chance. This had to have been a misunderstanding.

      “Transport Alpha Nine Six to Bravo Tango Two! Disable your missiles!” He tried again. Silence.

      His gut tightened. The stars in front of him spun as his craft somersaulted through space. Tracer lines indicating the path of the incoming missiles burned bright.

      No! No! No!

      Sparks flew from the console. He screamed as an explosion of heat and fire erupted in the cockpit.

      Everything was black.

      Then a light as bright as Sol met him. Brighter and brighter it became. He wanted to reach out, touch it, make contact with it somehow. Time lasted forever.

      There was no time.

      There was no self.

      There was only…

      

      A moment later, the soft glow from the lab filtered into the Cocoon. Ammonia and sweat, the lab’s obnoxious smell, filled his nose.

      “Am I…?”

      Reeves held him. “Alive? Yes. Easy does it, Trace. Easy, now. The transference can take a while. Your consciousness is attuning itself. The recovery process is unique to each individual.” He pulled off Trace’s helmet and helped him out of the Cocoon and guided him to a bench.

      Trace rested his elbows on his knees, shaking. A chill enveloped him. His teeth clattered. He felt alone, more alone than he'd ever felt in his life.

      “Are things coming back to you?”

      “How do you know I'm alive? How do I know?”

      “You think therefore you are.”

      His body tired, his muscles like noodles, he had a hard time keeping his eyelids open. “Put me…back.” His words came out slurred. “Got…to—”

      “Take it easy. Drink this. Your eyes are glazed over. What happened?”

      He took a drink of the red, sweet solution packed with aminos, vitamins, minerals, and electrolytes. “Someone tried to stop me. Reeves…the…eyes. They were…like static. I made it to a shuttle. Fighter launched its missiles at me. I…”

      “Static?” Reeves pinched the bridge of his nose and eyed the floor. “Before going into his coma, Ricardo mentioned that he saw them.”

      “Before he…became a vegetable.”

      “You made it, though. No worse for wear.”

      Reeves spoke, but his words echoed like rain in a tunnel. Was that death? Was that the afterlife? Trace stilled himself. No. It couldn't be.

      All this to stop the Raimu. The blueline was made exclusively for that purpose. He'd only heard second-hand reports of the alien species and seen blurry images of their ships. They'd destroyed McBragg. The colonies on Mars, the Moon, and the twin bases on Europa were erased.

      “Did I… Did I change anything? Is my history the same as yours?”

      “You haven't heard a word I've said. You've got to focus now. Keep a steady mind. You've been warned of the psychological effects of the blueline. I’ll ask you again: What did you see? You mentioned someone with static eyes? Are you sure you're remembering correctly? Memories scramble through the blueline. Part of its experimental nature.”

      He nodded. “I'm sure.”

      “We thought Ricardo might have been seeing things.”

      Like a dam breaking, the solution began to pour energy and strength through Trace’s veins, waking up his upper body and then his lower. “Sir, why wasn’t I briefed about that?”

      “It was never mentioned in the report. I don't know why. We suspected Ricardo had been through one too many jumps and his synapses were misfiring.”

      Misfiring. A nice way to say he'd gone insane. “There were two of them, a lieutenant and a woman. I've never seen an officer act that way. Both tried to stop me from completing the mission.” He shook his head. “The lieutenant said I was preventing some type of operation.”

      Reeves crossed his arms. “Interesting.”

      “Do you know something, sir?”

      “No, not a thing.”

      Trace bit his bottom lip. “Are there reports of this happening aboard McBragg two years ago?”

      “The records are lost, destroyed by the Raimu attacks. You were there. Do you recall this happening?”

      It was too much to think about. It might have happened. Or was he fooling himself into believing it happened because he saw it happen? Which version of himself knew the real history?

      “Sir, permission to speak freely?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Is there something being held back from me?”

      “I’m as confused as you are.”

      “They both had the same tattoos on their ring fingers.”

      Reeves pursed his lips. “I’ll make a note of that.”

      Why wasn’t Reeves surprised? He either hid it well or hid something else. “Sir, give me ten minutes of drip line and send me back in. I know who to avoid and what to look for. I can do this.”

      “You can’t go back, yet. Twenty-four hours. The net needs to sterilize the grid and reset the blueline. Otherwise, you'll die, and you're the only one who can do the job. We have time enough to do this again. Brass says the Raimu won't find us for another two weeks. Not out this far. We’re safe.”

      “And then?”

      Reeves studied him. “And then it won't matter.”

      Trace rubbed his temples. Two weeks. Two weeks to live. Two weeks to plan for my death.

      Senna held the chip the Raimu used to defeat the UEA. He needed to go back in. Now. “Those two people knew what I was doing. But no one knew my mission two years in the past, not a single soul. Unless… Is there more than one Cocoon, Sir?”

      “No. Why would you ask?”

      “Because two years ago, we didn't possess that type of masking technology. I have a hunch another agent might be stopping us.”

      Reeves stifled a laugh. “Let me assure you, we’re trying to save the human race. Even if we had more Cocoons, which we don’t, an agent wouldn’t be sent to stop you.”

      “Perhaps an agent is working for the Raimu. We've heard of traitors infiltrating our ranks to save their asses.”

      “Get some sleep.” As Reeves walked toward the exit, his shoes echoed off the bare walls. “I’ll see you at zero-five-hundred hours.”

      The door shut behind Reeves that led to his studio, a hab unit locked off from the rest of the ship, citing security purposes.

      Trace faced a porthole window. Nothing but a sea of black and glittering stars.

      Solid food. That would ease some pressure off his mind. He stood and made his way to the kitchen. There was enough food for a brick sandwich and a cup of drudge coffee. The stuff burned a hole in his stomach.

      As he sat and ate, meditating on the events that transpired, something occurred to him. He addressed the AI, Sophie Boxy Tailor, named after a famous Martian entertainer. She was dead from the great war, too, but Boxy still lived as a kind of simulacrum. Like Char, he grew close to the AI in a way that only made sense to him and maybe to her. At least he hoped.

      “Sophie, I need some files from you.”

      A female voice came from the walls. “I'm sorry, Trace. There seems to be a problem with your access.”

      “What do you mean? Here's my passphrase again,” he said, listing off memorized lines of Templar code. “I need to see all the files you have on Reeves. It's relevant to my mission.”

      “I'm sorry. I cannot grant you access at this time.”

      “Now wait a minute. Reeves gave me access himself,” he lied.

      “Your bio read indicates you're lying, Trace. I hate when you lie to me,” she said, her voice silky sweet.

      But he'd never lied to her before. Not until now. Not unless…

      “How many times have I lied to you before?”

      She sighed. “You told me not to ever tell you.”

      Something wasn't right. He never said that to her. The blueline. He'd done this before, hadn't he? What would he do to get around himself? He'd try his best to set up a code, something no one else could possibly hope to guess, and getting around a system like Sophie was like trying to outwit God.

      He wouldn't have done it himself. It would have been impossible. He would have asked for help from the one person he could trust.

      “Passphrase: Char Wilson. Code Nine. Glazed Orange Cake Birthday Cake.”

      “Access granted.”

      Sometimes, it’s that simple.

      His lips curled into a smile, and he tapped his teeth with his fist. “Give me what you have related to the Blueline Cocoon.”

      Holographic projections appeared before him. Some were perma-sealed, corrupted, or otherwise unavailable. Data often didn't survive contact with the enemy.

      One stood out. “What is the name of this one, the Cocoon in lab four?”

      “The Blueline Activator 1.4.”

      “Are there other Blueline Activators on the ship?”

      “There are no other Blueline Activators on the ship.”

      “I'm seeing two files here, this one, the room we're in, and this other one that's hidden behind a nest of turf binary. How many Cocoons exist aboard this ship?”

      “Two.”

      Two!? He grimaced and rapped his knuckles on the counter. Reeves either lied to him or didn’t know. “Do they serve the same function?”

      “I'm sorry, but I'm currently unable to provide that information at this time.”

      Templar training offered him cursory training in hacking, but if Sophie couldn't tell him, the data was either hidden in a quantum net or buried so deep he'd never find it. Interesting she couldn't. What did that mean?

      “Can you tell me which lab the Cocoons are in?”

      An unusual pause followed. Trace folded his arms. What was this about?

      “One is in Laboratory Four. The other is not listed.”

      “Sophie, I hate when you lie to me.”

      “I cannot lie. Now, you've hurt my feelings,” she said, pouting. “I detect agitation in your voice. Would you like me to sing you a song or deliver a mood pill?”

      A holographic image of her face materialized. Medium length auburn hair. A thin, straight nose. Smoky eyes. Ruby lips. The kind of woman entire worlds fight over. He could barely resist her whims, and that was the point. No matter how much he wanted to be angry, he found himself disarmed by her perfection.

      “No. I'd like some answers. Has Reeves signed off on anything regarding the other Cocoon?”

      “Agent Reeves ID print shows on both Cocoons.”

      So, he was holding back after all. “Is the other Cocoon in use?”

      “Unknown.” She smiled. “Reeves was right. You need some sleep.”

      He hadn't realized his eyelids were already closed. “You're probably right. Sing me that song you mentioned.”

      

      Day two.

      Preparation.

      Restatement of mission objectives: Find Senna Agnew. Recover the biochip. Keep it out of the hands of the Raimu. Save the day.

      Reeves' obligatory pep talk.

      “Good luck,” Reeves said, initiating the blueline.

      This time, Trace didn’t give the lieutenant a chance to call backup. This time he sent enough volts into him to power an entire starship. He bypassed the transport craft and risked using a starfighter. It hadn't been there the last time. Odd.

      When he swept space with his sensors, he didn't catch sight of the fighter who attacked him on the previous jump. I'm in the same ship, aren't I? It checked out. Bravo Tango Two, Shadow Weaver.

      He pinged Char's comm. “Char, someday I'll need you to do a favor for me.” Char Wilson. Code Nine. Glazed Orange Cake Birthday Cake. She didn't ask him why. It was as if she knew already.

      What was time? Linear? Circular? A phantom, conceived by the human mind to make sense of the world around him? A dimension unseen, yes, but something much more.

      No blueliner had made it this far, not even Ricardo. He might succeed this time and if he did, he’d be the one who singlehandedly stopped the Great Solar Attal War before it began. What kinds of monuments would they raise to him? Would Sophie write a song about him? Maybe he'd meet her in person.

      The trip to Starbase Pike was uneventful, and when he exited through an airlock and emerged into the port, he was greeted by AI orbs hovering mindlessly over busy workers toiling away at their jobs. Scanning visitor’s retinas and performing background checks. Checking for latent diseases not yet cured (few of those remained). Giving instructions.

      Shit. He froze. I should have expected as much.

      A handful of MPs waved people along, their eyes dead set on Trace. They’d been contacted by Starbase McBragg. But how? He'd been careful this time. Hid the body of the lieutenant, so no one would find it. Promised the cadet in the altercation that if he would keep his mouth shut, his future would look bright. Used a fighter this time. Done all the right things and evaded authorities. Adapted and overcame.

      “Move along. Next,” an MP growled.

      A parade of civilians marched their way through the process carrying luggage, IDs, and for some, their immigration datapads.

      Something seemed so familiar about this. Standing here. Watching them shuffle through the endless bureaucracy that marked the UEA.

      A mother wrapped in a turquoise Delhi dress, her black hair coiled up in a bun like a snake, held her daughter’s hand. She was maybe nine years old, dressed in colorful traditional clothing, with polished copper and silver wristbands. The little girl exchanged eye contact with him the way people do when they look familiar to one another, but not enough say hello. It all felt eerily familiar.

      His eyes swept to a man in a white suit.

      “Hey! You in the white suit! Put your hands up where I can see 'em!” A security officer brandished his volt gun.

      Then chaos ensued, a maelstrom of bodies with nowhere to go. The man in the suit held a Crate autopistol. 12mm. The tell-tale sign of body armor made him appear several kilos heavier than he was, though he looked like a guy who could bench press a house. A briefcase lay open at his feet.

      “His eyes!” The crowd pointed to a static band moving its way around his face like the rings of Saturn.

      The little girl screamed. Her mother looked directly at Trace. Deep, sad eyes.

      Time. There wasn't time for this. Not time to save them and the human race. All the time he'd saved would be lost here if he got involved.

      Security ordered everyone to hit the ground, but through the polyglot of languages, no one obeyed, even when it came over the loudspeakers.

      The man knocked over those in his way, keeping one eye on Trace, the other on the little girl, shifting his aim to her mother when he couldn't draw a bead.

      I've done this before.

      The man in white grimaced as a stray round from security hit his ribcage. He didn't stop. He'd kill the girl and the mother, wouldn't he? Was that his mission? Or did he expect Trace to stop him and therefore put himself and the mission at risk?

      He put himself between them and the terrorist and shoved them down. “Keep low.” Bullets whizzed past him. He shielded their bodies with his own. The little girl gave him a quick hug. “It's okay. Stay with your mother.”

      The little girl said something in Hindi, and he could have sworn she said his name.

      Security began to barricade themselves behind sections of nano-steel built for this purpose. “Charlie Six, threat ten. All available units, report to lobby five.”

      Dat, dat, dat, dat, dat!

      Bodies fell. Blood poured out across the starbase floor.

      Trace elbowed his way toward the unstaffed metal detectors. He could easily run past the guards and find Senna's apartment. Complete his mission.

      “Charlie Six! Charlie Six! We’ve got a situation!” a guard said.

      Two rounds from the terrorist's handgun dropped him.

      Screams became louder as the man in white emptied his mag and reloaded. Despite all attempts to pin him down, he wasn't stopping. It was as though he'd trained for this his whole life. An act of mindless murder.

      Templars protect the innocent. Trace had never broken an oath in his life.

      Trace drew his IE9 and overloaded the charge.

      He wasn't about to break an oath now.

      A glass-eyed rookie opened a security panel and inserted a maroon key. “Deploying Benza.”

      Benza gas. Used in anti-terrorist ops. They were going to flood this whole room to stop one shooter. It would incapacitate Trace as fast as anyone else. Templars could hold their breath longer than most, but with this much stress, he'd burn through his oxygen fast.

      “Belay that order.” Trace lined up his sights, aiming at the terrorist's neck. The shot missed high. A sign for Dragon House Oriental Food exploded. Plastic shards rained upon the crowd.

      The rookie fumbled with the controls, his fingers shaking. “Two shooters! Repeat! We've got two shooters.”

      Trace's voice boomed above the shouting. “Belay that order, damnit! Don't hit that button!”

      But it was too late.

      A thin orange mist escaped from the vents above. The screams turned to coughs. The man in white donned a rebreather, but Trace could still see static looming behind it.

      He ground his teeth and filled his lungs with air. If he could get his hands around that man's neck, he'd squeeze it so hard, it'd pop off. Trace fired again, but the man seemed to predict his aim. This time Trace hit an elderly man in the chest. He plummeted to the ground. Bystanders stared in disbelief.

      Something smacked Trace's left arm. His bone cracked. He touched the area, wincing. Blood covered his uniform, streaming down like scorching lava. White light filled his vision as pain wracked his brain. So much pain, he gasped and tasted the sour flavor of the Benza gas. His ears rang. The world blurred.

      Dat, dat, dat, dat, dat!

      “He's got a grenade!” someone cried out.

      The guards hit the deck. “Frag!”

      Trace heard a high-pitched whine. A bright flash enveloped the security station. He went limp. Someone held him. Dragged him away.

      Black.

      Water was fed into his mouth, over his face, and he shook his head. The man in white stood over him, static over his eyes rising like a smoothed sine wave. “I had to do this. You’ve been lied to, Templar. You can't save her. Senna is as good as dead.”

      “You bastard. You killed those people. You shot me.”

      The tattoo around his ring finger almost shined. “An accident made to look like I was trying to kill you. Now they'll be looking for me, not you. Security would've found you. Now you listen, and you listen good. Kill Senna. Save the biochip. Rip it out of her skull if you have to. Her survival is unimportant. We have a mission—”

      The static disappeared, and all at once, the man collapsed. Foam leaked out of his mouth.

      When Trace checked the body, the tattoo disappeared.

      He had less than fifteen minutes to reach her apartment. He looked around. A holomap showed he could reach the Hydra Jungle Apartments in ten if he hurried. How did he get this far from the port entrance?

      Templars never quit. Get up. Pain is only in the mind.

      Trace pulled himself up. He dressed his wound, shaving a minute off his time.

      If I find out who is doing this to me, I'm going to stop them before they stop me.

      In agony, he found her place, an upper-scale complex for corporate suits and off-worlders with too many creds. Like its name, the apartments were fitted with gene-spliced vines and greenery, things not allowed elsewhere. He expected to encounter bot sentries but found none. When he approached the gate leading inside, he found out why. No code. No scanner. Only a single red button to press marked VISITORS.

      He knew he'd lost a lot of blood and would need medical treatment soon. That meant an emergency. An emergency…

      He hit the button. “Templar medical emergency. Open the gate.” He muttered his memorized Templar passcode.

      Once inside, the interior lights let off a healthy glow. Organic wet-weaves covered the walls. Gene-modded lilacs grew from golden planters. The air was humid, a direct violation of every starbase law. Rules for thee but not for me. The Hydra Jungle Apartment certainly did earn its name.

      He reached her room, his pistol loosely held in his off-hand.

      Get this right. She doesn't have to die. Whoever shot him, killed those people, was a diversion. A way to make sure he didn't abide by his oath. Templars protect the innocent.

      He buzzed the comm next to the door.

      Senna Agnew appeared on the screen. He blinked. Curly black hair hung over her face. Her skin, lightly tanned, contrasted with her violet, store-bought eyes. A small tattoo of a turtle hid behind her ear.

      “Ms. Agnew, I need to speak to you. Immediately.”

      “Who is this? We’re under security lockdown. I can't open the door.”

      “My name is Petty Officer Trace Striker. I'm a Templar in service of the UEA. Open up.” He holstered his pistol and showed her his ID. A light from the comm scanned it, and she helped him inside.

      Her apartment was filled with fossils, posters from Earth's Silver Age, delicate instruments, and small sculptures from the finest artists. A painting of President Woodrow Wilson in pink and blue pastels hung above a digital fish tank.

      “What's going on?” she asked. She wore a black dress. The latest fad. Tight. Low cut. Extending below the knees with a red frilly sash. “Great Gaia, you've been shot….”

      “We need to leave.”

      “We're in lockdown. I presume you were involved. Wait here. I'll call Emergency Services.”

      She began to call, but he stopped her with a wave of his hand.

      “It's about your chip.”

      She touched the back of her head. “I don't know what you're talking about.”

      “I don't have time for this. Listen to me very carefully. The chip inside your head needs to be removed. I'm not here to negotiate, and I'd appreciate if you'd come clean with me.”

      She scoffed and pointed to the door. “Get out. Get out or I will call security.”

      “You're an archeologist. Last year, you barely escaped with your life when you found something that defied explanation. You only trusted a few people, and when you found out its capability, you and several others chose to hide it inside your head, thinking you'd keep it safe. It's not safe. You’re not safe.”

      “I'm serious. One more word and I call the….”

      Trace shot the comm system. “No, you're not.”

      She ran to the rear of the apartment and sealed herself inside her bathroom. He could hear her trying to call security using her phone.

      “They won't be here in time. They're looking for a terrorist.”

      “Well, I think I know where he's at. He's you. Now, get out.”

      “There isn't time. At any moment, two Raimu assassins are going to try and force their way in here, kill us both, and pull the chip from your brain.”

      She paused. “The Raimu won't arrive in the Sol system for another century. We've only received a signal from them.”

      The door blasted inward and knocked down shelves of priceless artifacts.

      Two human-looking men, both in jumpsuits, held long twisty pistols in the shape of seashells. Something told Trace they weren't security. He took a shot, lighting one up at close range. The holographic human appearance blinked out. A four-legged, wide backed Raimu took its place. It arched and shrieked bloody murder.

      My God…

      Green scales flared outward, its mouth twisted in agony showing gnarled, sharp teeth. The Raimu’s black jumpsuit lit ablaze. The alien dropped to the floor, dead.

      The other creature uttered something foul. A whir from his laser zipped by Trace and burned a hole in the wall.

      Inside the bathroom, Senna frantically called for security. “I can't get through!”

      Another shot. But Trace anticipated correctly and dodged, bumping into the door. His field dressing came loose, and his arm felt like it was being held up to a burning thruster.

      The alien turned its head down, its yellow eyes with black slits scanning the hall as if it heard something. Trace shouted to the heavens and squeezed the trigger. The blast hit its neck. The energy cascaded up his head, and he watched two reptilian eyes bulge and pop as it fell like an extinct elephant.

      He eyed their blasters. They made his IE9 look like a kid’s toy in comparison.

      For a moment, quiet filled the apartment.

      “Are you all right?”

      She didn’t reply.

      “Senna?”

      Finally, she opened the door. He expected a gasp and a look of disbelief as she surveyed the alien corpses. Instead, she eyed them with curiosity and bewilderment.

      “The Raimu?”

      “Yes. In a few years, they kill all of humanity.”

      She squished her eyebrows together, and with a shaky hand pushed her hair behind her ear. “That's not possible. We studied their signals and…”

      “And they sent what they wanted us to hear. This place. You. Everyone you've ever loved and known will be dead.” Damn, I've got to get to sickbay. Feeling dizzy…

      “Hey,” she said. “You don't look so good.”

      No shit. “We have to go. I can't stay here for long.” He hadn't meant that to slip. The blueline connection wouldn't last much longer. Soon, he'd be sucked back two years from now. Back to when the entire population numbered in the thousands. “We need a doctor to extract that chip. And then we destroy it.” He poked her with his elbow. She shoved him off.

      “I'm not going anywhere with you.”

      “Oh yes, you are.” He pointed the gun at her, though he lowered the setting to stun. Not that he could carry her if he shot her. But his IE9 was all he had left, his only bargaining tool.

      Mixed in amongst the fragments of her apartment, a holo pic remained intact showing her, two of her sisters, and a brother at a luxurious party on the deck of a skyship. He could've sworn he'd seen her brother before.

      “No doctor will extract it.”

      “There must be one. They just need to get it out.”

      She folded her arms in defiance. “Excuse me? It’s in my skull.”

      “Yes, I know. Let's go.”

      She gave a haughty laugh. “I don't think you understand, Mr…”

      “Striker. Petty Officer Striker. Now, I'm the one holding the gun. I think it's you who doesn’t understand.”

      Without skipping a beat, she continued. “The chip holds technology nobody should know about. Not even the UEA.”

      He shrugged with his good arm. “As long as the Raimu don’t use it, that’s fine by me.”

      “If the UEA military gets hold of this, untold atrocities will follow.”

      “You're speaking to a Templar, so watch it. We're the good guys.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Because you and the council decided to risk hiding it, we lost a war that started today, all because of that chip.” He motioned at a Raimu on the floor, blood curdling out of its mouth. “See those things? Nevermind. You know what? I'm done discussing this. Let's go.”

      Senna’s eyes hardened. “Wait, wait. We detected a strange Thurnia Pattern when we analyzed the chip.”

      “The chip is the missing part of a weapon. One so powerful, an alien species would do anything to get their hands on it, and if we destroy it, it might set the artifact off. We don't have a lot of options.”

      Hands on her hips, she narrowed her eyes. “There’s a reason why whoever created the chip linked it to the weapon. Maybe someone wanted us to find it, some alien species out there we have yet to encounter. It could be a morality test. If the UEA gets it, you know what they'd do.”

      “We've had nukes for centuries, and we survived just fine. Now, I'm bleeding out, my arm is on fire, and you're pissing me off. Now move it.”

      Trace shoved the gun into her back. This time she took the hint.

      As they left the front entrance, he couldn't think straight. Too many if's. Too many why's. Too much pain. Way too much.

      “If we can get to my brother, maybe he can extract it. He’s a doctor, you know. A neurosurgeon. He's actually the one who suggested we hide it there. I'd call him, but…. Well, it's not a good idea to talk about such things over the comm. Surveillance and all.”

      Every step made him wince, made him groan in agony. The halls were abandoned. Foot traffic would be restricted until they found the terrorist. He was surprised they hadn't sent out scent drones to find him yet.

      “Who's your brother? Where can we find him?”

      “Oh, he's famous. Works for the UEA, too. Top secret projects. Time travel theories. He won't even discuss much with me. He likes to talk about consciousness. You know. Where it is. What it means. That sort of thing. Reeves is his name. Have you heard of him?”

      Reeves? Her brother? He went rigid. Reeves was the one in the holo pic in her apartment. Shit. He tricked me. But why?

      She ran her hands through her hair. “I wish you'd put that gun away.”

      Something loud came from behind Trace. He turned. A stun net wrapped around his shoulder. His pistol sailed from his hand, thumping against the wall. When he hit the ground, his arm shattered. Bone shards ripped through his muscles.

      “We found him. We found him,” the security squad cheered.

      She ran into their arms. “He tried to kill me.”

      The ceiling dimmed.

      He faded.

      All was white light again, a sun wrapped in a star, embedding in all the blissful galaxies and universes twirling all at once. Colors. Shapes. Meaning. It all made sense, somehow. He could stay if he wanted. Exist here and never go back.

      No beginning.

      No end.

      Just the infinite now.

      

      A lamp burned overhead when he gained consciousness. Trace waited and allowed himself time to realize what had happened. It wasn't easy shaking that feeling of death. Not so easy moving when he knew what was at the end of existence.

      Drinking the solution and studying Reeves, he said, “It was you. I saw you.”

      Reeves thrust his hands out to the side, his fingers and wrists skin and bones. “What happened?”

      Trace gave him what details he could, leaving out his conversation with the terrorist. Kill her, the man had said. Her life is unimportant.

      He could still feel his arm, a ghost pain he hoped would go away soon. “I saw you in a photo at her apartment. That’s why you want her alive. She’s your sister. Why didn't you tell me?”

      Reeves sat next to him, his hands cupped in his lap. “What do you want me to say? That I'm trying to save her because she's family? That she means more alive to me than dead? Listen, I know for a fact she has a lot more to give. To all of us. You. Me. The whole system. Her work won’t end with the war. Besides, she's innocent. Need I remind you of the Templar code?”

      “I'm well aware of the code, sir. Why don't we just kill her? Look around. We're dead. We have less than two weeks. The Raimu will find us and kill us all. I'm going to destroy that chip, and nothing will stop me.”

      Reeves’s hands shot upward, palms out. “No! You can't do that, Trace. We don’t know what destroying that chip could do the Sol System. The implications of that would be catastrophic.”

      “Your sister said she doesn't trust the UEA. Maybe she's right. And what about me? I'm not going to make it another jump. I know why Ricardo is in a coma. I know why we can't make multiple jumps. It's there. I saw it when I died. I saw behind the veil.”

      “Your brain is misfiring. Take a deep breath. Just relax. It's okay. You're here. Let me get you something to calm you down.”

      Reeves began rummaging through one of his last medkits. Trace slammed it shut and stared at him, his hands curling into fists. If he dared to try and inject him with one of his tranquilizers, he'd regret it.

      “Is that why you lock me in here? So, the other agents can’t get to you or me? So they can't see what happens when we come back? Let me the hell out of here. I want to read the history holos. I need to know if anything I've done is real or not. If you're real.”

      For a while, Reeves gave him space. Trace used it to close his eyes and wander back to the light. With every second, it faded away, its warmth dimming in his mind. Was that God or just death?

      “The UEA doesn't care about my sister. Their only concern is for the chip. I know it's hard. You almost made it that time. When you find her, bring her to Tannenbaum Labs on Starbase Pike after you retrieve her. In the past, I'll know what to do.”

      Trace used the Cocoon to hold himself up. “Your orders don't align with what the UEA has ordered me to do. They want her dead. Who are you to countermand an order from Command?”

      He paused. “You should know we destroyed a Raimu scout ship while you were in the Cocoon.”

      “What? How? It's not possible.” Hairs on the back of Trace’s neck rose.

      “Our timeline changed.”

      How did he know that? “Did it send a distress signal?”

      “Unknown. They've blinded our sensors, but our AI predicted with eighty-five percent certainty it did.” He raised his chin. “The Raimu will know our location.”

      Trace’s stomach dropped. “How much time?”

      “Six hours, give or take.”

      “The entire armada will be here.”

      “Yes.”

      “Get me back in there.”

      Reeves pursed his lips. “Need I remind you—”

      “That it takes twenty-four hours for the net to sterilize the grid and reset the blueline? We don't have time for my safety. Are you absolutely sure we don't have another Cocoon somewhere else on the ship? Maybe we can use another one.” Trace thumbed at the Cocoon.

      “We had two prototypes, and neither of them worked well enough to send someone back.”

      “I'm going to ask you again. Do we have another working Cocoon or not?”

      Reeves paused and glared at him. “Why are you asking me this?”

      “When you left, I spied a file that said we do. You signed off on it. Care to explain to me why you've been lying to me this entire time? I'm risking my sanity, and we're risking the fate of humanity.”

      Reeves pushed the medkit away. “Look, this is above your clearance. I don't know how you saw it, but you shouldn't have. Ricardo lost his mind.” He opened the kit and pulled out a hypo. “This will stabilize you for now. The blueline is getting to you. This will stop your consciousness from…”

      “Get that away from me.” Trace went to stand, but his brain hadn’t stopped spinning. Yet, his strength began to return.

      Reeves pointed the needle’s bevel at Trace’s lower bicep and grabbed him. “Just relax.”

      Trace swung his other arm around, gripped Reeve’s hair, and yanked. Reeves dropped the needle, and Trace pinned him to the floor. “You’re not going to kill me. You want the chip. Why?”

      Reeves tried pushing him off. “Get ahold of yourself, Templar.”

      He put more weight on Reeves, grabbed the hypo, and poked the needle into Reeve’s leg, thumbing the plunger.

      “No!” Reeves’ eyes slowly closed. “It's gene-specific. My heart… Tannenbaum labs. Remember Tannenbaum labs.” Reeves went limp.

      He tried to kill me. What have I done? I'm losing it. My mind. Fragmenting. I've murdered him. Six hours. No. I have less than six hours. The Raimu will kill us. Humanity exterminated. Must find a way.

      He dragged Reeves to the door and opened his eyelid, using it to unlock the door. Inside Reeves' quarters, clothes were scattered on the floor. Food supplies sat on shelves. A holographic computer console stared back at him. Another metallic door led to one of the ship’s corridors.

      Unlike the door leading from the lab to Reeves’s living quarters, this had a window, though the front portion was shattered. Someone tried breaking in multiple times.

      Again, he used Reeves' eyes and opened the door. Light spilled from the corridor into the room, and he ambled down the hall.

      “Get down! Get down!”

      Soldiers raced in his direction, electroshock rifles at the ready. A man in a long, white lab coat, letters spelling Agent Stiles on his left breast pocket, tore down the middle of the corridor. His face bore the trenches of war, and his hair had thinned and greyed.

      “On the floor.” Stiles' face was like stone.

      Trace did, his arms by his side.

      Stiles walked around him and stared through the doorway. “Is he dead? Did you kill Reeves?”

      Trace squeezed his eyes shut. “Aye, sir. I'm guilty. But it was in self-defense.”

      Stiles wasn't fazed. “Get up. One wrong move and we'll gun you down.”

      Trace kept his hands in the air, his mind sorting it out. “I'm confused. This place… You…”

      “We’ve been trying to get to Reeves since you began the mission.” He dipped his head.

      Eyes sweeping the man over, Trace saw it: Stiles’ ring tattoo. The one who'd worn the static mask stood a few meters in front of him.

      “You recognize me.”

      “It was you.”

      “And if you'd listened and not followed Reeves—”

      A klaxon blared. The corridor lights glowed red. Stiles' stoic expression went slack.

      “Battle Stations, Battle Stations. All hands battle stations. Condition Zulu. Inbound enemy contact.”

      “They're here,” Stiles said. “They've found us.”

      “How? Reeves said six hours.”

      Without answering, they rushed into a room. Holographic screens lined the walls. Colored lights blinked across the room as firework-like splashes spread across the cosmos as a fleet of over a thousand Raimu craft blinked into existence.

      Stiles eyed the screen, his mouth agape. “What did I tell you? Kill Senna Agnew; save the chip.”

      Trace’s fingers and legs tingled. Heartbeat rising, he narrowed his eyes. “Templars protect the innocent.”

      “Don't give me your Templar platitudes. Look at the screen. You take a good look. Do you think your morality means a goddamn thing right now?” He opened a comm link to the bridge. “ETA on incoming hostiles?”

      “One zero minutes,” came the reply.

      That couldn't be right.

      “You changed the past, Striker.” Stiles slammed a fist against a table. “This is your fault.”

      “I haven't. I didn't. Why didn't you kill her then? You used another Cocoon.”

      A squadron of UEA fighters and bombers broke formation and headed to the fight. Then more Raimu ships appeared. Another fleet, larger than the first. Thousands and thousands of ships. There would be no escape.

      “Diverging from our timeline causes temporal anomalies. Those other volunteers sent through the blueline—they all went to pave the way for you. They died because our AI predicted you're the only one who can stop this.” Stiles pointed to the screens. “And you've failed.”

      “You stopped me from fulfilling my mission. You got in my way. You slaughtered those innocent people at the starport.”

      “Senna Agnew cannot be saved, Templar.”

      With every second, the world turned upside down. A vortex of bad decisions, failed moves, and needless delays. There was only once choice. “Take me back to the Cocoon. Put me back inside.”

      “You'll die.”

      Trace ignored the warnings and fled, climbing back inside the Cocoon inside Reeves' lab, his body weak and barely able to move. They followed behind him. “Then I'll do it myself. Hit the button.”

      “You won't be able to come back. You'll hallucinate. Go insane. Then you'll die.”

      “Then stay out of my way.”

      Every muscle in Trace’s body contracted. Every ounce of him burned as he launched out of his body when the blue light pulled his consciousness to the past.

      The world appeared normal, as normal as an inside out grilled cheese sandwich. The walls had always spiraled. People always talked backward. Everyone always stared at him.

      But unimpeded by Stiles, he made it to her apartment.

      When she didn't want to open the door because he wouldn't stop yelling, he kicked it open. Her screams echoed in her living room. And when the Raimu came to kill her, he was more than ready. They didn't even draw their pistols.

      He ignored her frantic questions. “If you don’t come with me, you die.”

      “Who are you?”

      “You know who I am. I'm Petty Officer Trace Striker. Templar. I've been sent by your brother, Dr. Reeves, to protect you and get you to safety.”

      “What were those…things?” Her voice cracked.

      She wanted more answers than he could give. And besides, he didn't exist anyway, and neither did she. Just going through the motions until I see the light again.

      There was only one place to go: Dr. Reeves' lab. Kill her? That's what Stiles said. No. I'll never kill another person in my life

      Trace hailed a corp cab, an obsidian auto-driver with no one inside.

      “No way! I’m not getting in there!”

      Trace squeezed her shoulders and guided her toward the vehicle. “I'm afraid you are,” he said as they climbed inside. “Tannenbaum labs, please,” he said to the craft.

      “That's where my brother works.”

      Trace could only smile.

      The cab lifted off and dropped them off at a silver building with tinted windows.

      Senna’s chin trembled. “I’m confused.”

      Trace pointed. “We're here.”

      “What did I do?”

      “You've done everything right.”

      Once they entered, a helper orb addressed them. “How may I be of assistance?”

      “I’m here to see Dr. Reeves. He's expecting me.”

      The orb glowed amber and dipped. “He’s been notified.”

      The world became the Cocoon lab and him a passive observer. Sparks burst from the ceiling. Her talking. Reeves comforting her. Colors became dull, black and white, light to dark. He wanted to sit, rest, close his eyes and cease to be. He could hear the Raimu, far off in the background, like a neighbor shouting down the street.

      “Trace Striker?” Reeves asked, breaking him out of his dream.

      Circles became squares. He was alone, deep inside himself, tunneling. Have I succeeded? Is this the end? “I think so. I don't know what I am.”

      Dr. Reeves hugged him tight, tears streaming down his face. “You did it. It worked.”

      Trace woke in a hospital bed, Sophie Boxy Tailor singing blissfully over a hidden sound system. The song reminded him of his first kiss. Dr. Reeves stood over him, and next to him, Senna Agnew, her head wrapped in a white bandage.

      “I suppose you'll want to know what happened to the chip.”

      He tried to motion to her head, but his hands were bound to the bedframe. “Did you destroy it or save it?”

      Reeves didn't answer.

      Senna looked down at him. “If I'd known about the Raimu sooner…”

      Reeves interrupted. “The doctors said you might be released in a few years if you recover. A woman named Char Wilson came by. Brought you a glazed orange cake. There's another woman, too, but she won't give her name. Looks like Sophie Boxy Tailor, the Martian singer. You know her?”

      Trace looked out the window. A mother dressed in traditional Hindu clothing held the hand of a little girl, who waved and smiled and was the happiest she'd ever been.
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      “They bought it. By the gods, they bought it!” Dylan hopped into the co-pilot’s seat and hit the boost. The port thruster kicked in and the Andromeda Princess swung around, almost swapping paint with the outer hull of the space station docking spur.

      Max chewed on a cigar and tweaked the controls. “Man, if it’d been this easy during the war, we might’ve actually won. They’ve gotten sloppy.”

      “Shoulda, woulda, coulda, Max. All that matters is the here and now. We get in, we get what we came for, we get out.”

      “But there will be shooting, right?” Max deftly flicked the Princess to the right to avoid an oncoming passenger shuttle, weaving through the forest of antenna that bristled along the surface of the station. “I mean, I signed on for shooting. I like shooting.”

      “If I promise you there’ll be shooting, will you please stop playing chicken with every goddamn ship in the sector and just land already?” Dylan winced as Max took the rusting hulk of the Princess within scraping distance of another passenger shuttle. “We’re on a sneaky-peeky here, you goofball!”

      “News to me, bud. I thought this was ‘Ooo, look at us and our brave attempt to free one of the Resistance movement’s most celebrated figureheads’ kinda thing?”

      “Well, yeah, there’s that, obviously. But to do that we gotta get in first, right? And that’s where the sneaky-peeky bit comes in. Also? Would you mind missing that outer pylon on your way through, Max?” Dylan winced again as the port docking pylon flashed by just inches from the viewer.

      “Who in the ever-loving hell is flying this tub?” A lithe, muscular woman dressed from head to toe in battle leather and topped off with a shock of cropped, snow-white hair, popped her head up through the floor hatch. “We’re getting shaken like a freakin’ snow globe down here!” Her bright green eyes stared out through a mask of grease and dirt. “Also? We’re almost out of plasma. I can get about twenty minutes out of the engine then we seriously need to recharge. Probably for about a week or so.”

      “Or?” Dylan raised an eyebrow.

      Maisie put on her ‘talking to a toddler’ voice. “Or crashing is a distinct probability. God…” Maisie rolled her eyes. “You’re sharp as a brick today, Dylan.”

      “How distinctly probable?” Dylan grinned.

      “What?”

      “The crashing part?”

      “Oh, I’d say about ninety-nine percent, give or take.” Maisie glanced at Max, who gave his wife a wink. “Ah. Right. Dumbass is flying. Better make that a hundred.”

      Max feigned wide-eyed indignance. “Hey! Sitting right here, baby!”

      Maisie and Dylan yelled in harmony as another passenger shuttle came hurtling towards them. “MAX!”

      “Okay! Okay! Stop panicking, we’re nearly there, kiddos. Maisie, could you knock some life into the starboard thruster? Otherwise this is gonna redefine the term ‘landing’, and not in a good way.” Max avoided the shuttle, spun the Princess around, and started his descent to the landing pad two hundred levels down. Habitat levels and processing centers flashed by as the Princess dropped like a stone. If it weren’t for the ship’s artificial gravity, they’d all be bug-splats on the ceiling.

      “On it.” Maisie disappeared through the hatch.

      “Max…” Dylan’s voice held just the slightest tinge of panic.

      “Trust me.”

      “Max…”

      “I said, trust me!”

      “Damn it, MAX!” Dylan gripped the armrest.

      From below came the clang of a wrench making forceful contact with part of the engine, accompanied by some colorful swearing. With a roar, the starboard thruster kicked in. Max hauled on the controls. “There we go!” The Princess jerked and bounced on a cushion of power, then finally touched down like a feather.

      Max snapped off a bank of switches in one go with the blade of his hand. The engines powered down and the ship shuddered to a halt. There was a hiss as the docking clamps engaged and locked. Max turned and grinned at Dylan. “Honey, we’re ho-ome!”

      Dylan let out a sigh, picked up a Type III Disruptor Cannon and primed it. A high-pitched whine filled the cabin as the disruptor powered up. “Okay then. Shall we go and start an uprising, my man?”

      Max grinned. “Oh, hell yes!”
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      “Prisoner four-seven-seven-two. Prepare for transfer.” The clatter of the escort guard’s baton on the cage jerked Marcus Vine out of a pleasant dream where food wasn’t a luxury and people in orange jump suits didn’t want to shank you with sharpened toothbrushes all the time. He peeled open an eye and glared at the guard.

      “Again?”

      “Again, dirtball. We’ve had intel some of your buddies are gonna try a jailbreak. So we’re moving you. You got a problem with that? Grown fond of your current surroundings, have ya?”

      Marcus let out a bark of laughter. “Intel? Seriously? You wouldn’t know intel if it hit you in the face! Can you even spell intel? Huh?” Moving at a speed that sent the guard jumping back in alarm, Marcus went from prone on the bunk to face-pressed-against the cage in a heartbeat. He snarled at the guard. “Spell it, dumbass. Go on. Spell ‘intel’.”

      “Back up, mister!” The guard placed his hand on his nightstick.

      Marcus smiled, intertwined his fingers into the wire mesh, and tensed. The mesh started to deform. The blood flowed from his fingers as the wire cut into his skin, but still he squeezed. Strands of metal began to pop and ping. Marcus chuckled – a throaty, sinister sound that warned the guard he better not be around when the cage finally gave up the fight.

      “Naughty, naughty, naughty…” Blue-white light crackled and crawled across the cage surface, sending Prisoner-four-seven-seven-two backwards with a roar. A second guard kept the prod against the mesh for a few seconds, just to make sure the scumbag got the idea. “Think your little display of bravado impresses us?” The second guard snorted. “Nah, bud. Not so much. Now go get your shit and step back from the door. There’s a good boy.”

      Marcus looked at his bloodied, burned fingertips and then back at the guard. A slow, vicious little smile filled with venom and the promise of future violence spread across his face. His brilliant green eyes, a feature of his people, swirled and twisted like two nebulas. His shock of white hair changed color in waves from the roots to the tips, like a chameleon trying to work out how to do plaid. The hair trick was how you spotted that an Andromedean was pissed. It was also usually the last thing the person pissing off the Andromedean ever saw.

      Marcus flexed his hands, cracking the bones together and splaying his long fingers. The blood flowing from the lacerations slowed and stopped. The wounds faded and finally vanished, leaving unblemished skin. He held his hands up and laughed. “That all you got? Huh? You think I’m bad? Damn, Skippy, you should meet my sister!” He laughed again and scooped up his few meagre possessions. “C’mon, then, Mister Pokey. Let’s dance.”

      The second guard nodded to his colleague, who shuffled forward again and unlocked the door, his hand shaking so violently that he could barely hold the key steady. Eventually the metallic clattering stopped, and the cage door swung open. The guard with the prod motioned at the open doorway. “Out.”

      Marcus turned to the prod-wielding guard and sneered. “What if I said no? What if your nervous newbie here is right? What if I do like it here?”

      “Well, then, Vine, I’d be forced to persuade you otherwise. Which would be fun.” The guard pressed the button on the baton and blue-white sparks crackled and arced cross the balled tips. “Want me to turn this baby up to eleven? I reckon even you’d be twitchin’ and hoppin’ like a little bitch.” The guard let the prod crackle once more for effect. “Savvy?”

      Marcus’ smile turned into a snarl. “Try it.”

      “Ooo, well, aren’t we the confrontational little asshole today, huh? Get up on the wrong side of the bunk, did you?” The guard sighed. “Look. I get you’re the big Resistance fighter and all, and a symbol to your people, blah-blah-blah, and you have to do the whole macho show of defiance at every given opportunity. But right now you’re just Prisoner four-seven-seven-two, you’re boring the pants off me, and I haven’t had my coffee yet. So if I say move, we move.”

      The two men locked eyes for a moment, and then Marcus’s face changed from belligerent defiance to momentary confusion as he stared into two swirling-green nebula eyes just like his own. The guard gave a tiny ‘No…’ shake of his head that the still-jittery escort guard completely missed.

      Marcus kept his face neutral.

      Okay.

      Don’t do any one-eighties.

      Keep it confrontational but ultimately compliant…

      He snorted. “Well, seein’ as you’re the one with the pokey stick, okay then. But give me half a chance and that thing’s going’ where the sun don’t shine. Savvy?”

      The guard grinned. “And we’re moving.” He stepped back to let Marcus exit the cage and gave an extravagant bow, complete with multiple hand flourishes. “After you, my lord!” The guard shifted his position slightly as he straightened, obscuring the security camera lens just enough to block its view. As he bowed, he casually reached back with the prod and put the contacts on the cable leading up to the camera. A quick fizz and a pop, and Camera D32 was no more. The ‘guard’ straightened up, popped a cigar into his mouth, lit it, and winked.

      “Always the sarcastic asshole, ain’t ya?” Ignoring the act of wanton camera destruction by the zap-happy ‘guard’, Marcus stepped over the threshold of the cage, pivoted on his heel, and took the escort guard out with a palm-strike to the face. The guard’s nose cracked on impact and he slid down the wall with a sigh, ending up in an unconscious heap at the foot of the cell door, his nose spouting a river of red down his face.

      Marcus turned back and gave the one remaining ‘guard’ a quizzical look. “My lord?”

      Max grinned broadly. “You’re the savior of the revolution, brother. Seemed appropriate.”

      “You been talking to my mother again, you son of a bitch?” Marcus let out a shout of laughter and clapped Max on the shoulder. “Still owe you one for that cage stunt, though, bud.”

      “Screw you, asshole! That’s payback for that bar fight on Terrus Five!” Max gave his friend a gentle poke with the prod on the buttock, causing Marcus to hop, clutch his butt, and let out a yelp.

      “Hey! Quit it!”

      “Okay, enough of the happy reunions. Dude, we’re about fifteen seconds from this whole place going critical. Once they figure out I’m not…” he glanced down at his lanyard, “Maurice Asslethwaite? Seriously? Oh, you poor guy! Anyway, once the real Maurice is discovered in the men’s room, we’re in all kinds of…” A screeching claxon interrupted Max mid-sentence. “…trouble. Ah, c’mon! Really? So soon?” He shrugged, took a last puff on the cigar and discarded the remains, grinding out the glowing embers under his boot.

      “Damn you, Maurice Asslethwaite.” Marcus grinned.

      “Maisie’s keeping the engine running. Dylan’s holding the landing pad. Charges are all laid and we’ve got about six minutes to get clear of the outer pylons before they blow. Get your running feet on, bud, we’re double-timing!” Max tossed away his guard cap, unclipped  second disruptor and handed it to Marcus. “It’s a bit sporadic, but fairly effective at close range. It’s all I could get at short notice and without rousing too much suspicion. You know how they feel about illegal Andromedean disruptors. If the charger sticks, give it a slap on the side.”

      “It’s better than nothing, brother.” Marcus smiled as the whine of the charger unit kicked in. The two men set off at a fast jog down the corridor, taking out two cameras and a droid guard on the move without even breaking step. As they came up to a junction in the corridor, a block of half a dozen droid guards stomped their way into view. The two men didn’t give them a chance to get their weapons up, taking the droids down in a barrage of disruptor fire.

      “There’s a lot more where they came from, and they’re gonna adapt!” Max shouted to his partner.

      “Go for the ones with the white flash on their chest plate. They’re control droids. They’re neuro-networked. Take them out and you take out the whole squad.”

      Max looked annoyed. “And you couldn’t tell me that back there?”

      Marcus grinned. “You looked like you were having way too much fun, I didn’t wanna piss on your parade!”

      “Screw you.”

      “Droids, ten o’clock!”

      Max spun, identified the control droid, and took him down with one shot. The other five droids in the squad crumpled like puppets with their strings cut. Max looked surprised, and then broke into a wide grin. “Well, shit!”

      “Don’t get too comfortable, Max, it won’t always work. Like you said, they adapt, and real quick, too.” Marcus glowered at his disruptor, which was currently stuttering and struggling to recharge. “C’mon, you son of a….” He slapped his palm against it a couple of times, setting off a random shot that sent Max fetal.

      “You dumbass!”

      “My bad!” Marcus grinned as the disruptor finally decided to play ball again. “Ah, that’s better.”

      They rounded another corridor and were instantly met with a wall of serious firepower, none of which was particularly friendly.

      “Ooo! Ooo! Ooo! Shit!” Max skidded to a halt, hopped back and forth, and danced out of the way of the shooting. He flailed wildly, returning a blast of laser fire back at the enemy. “Those ain’t goddamn droids!”

      “Royal Guards! Blue Brigade too! Back! Back!” Marcus spun his friend around and the two men dashed back along the corridor, vaulting over the prone and still-twitching droids and skidding down another side corridor.

      “You know the way outta here, Marcus? Cause I got turned around at that last onslaught.” Max paused, resting one hand on his thigh. He puffed out his cheeks. “Man, I have gotta get better at this running away shit. Seriously.”

      “No.”

      Max glanced up, still puffing. “Waddya mean, no? You’ve been here for three months!”

      “Yeah, they didn’t exactly give me a key to the city, Max, what with the whole political prisoner thing and all.” Marcus casually took out an errant guard droid as it clattered around the corner. “But if I remember correctly, the docking ring turbo lift is down here. Come on.” He hauled on Max’s shirt, dragging the big man around the next corner.

      Max rolled his eyes and followed his friend. They sprinted down the corridor and skidded to a halt in front of a turbo lift access. Marcus stabbed wildly and repeatedly at the call button. Pausing while the elevator indicator ticked off the floors, the two men shot casually at anyone, or anything, that came around the corner, while having a casual chat.

      Marcus leaned against the wall and crossed his arms, holding the disruptor loosely in one hand, ready to fire at a millisecond’s notice. “So, how’s Maisie? How was the wedding?”

      “A huge, family affair with hundreds of guests, a live band and a shit-load of food. We sacrificed two goats and your brother got punched by great aunt Mildred.”

      “That’s sarcasm, right?”

      Max rolled his eyes. “By the gods, Marcus, what do you think it was like? We’d just been overrun by Blue Brigade fighters. The Free Council had collapsed. It was me, Maisie, and a priest. That’s all.”

      “Really?” Another shot, and another droid exploded in a shower of sparks.

      “Really. It hurt her you weren’t there, bud. On your left.” Max nodded, and Marcus casually took out two droids with a double-tap.

      “That sister of mine has a long goddamn memory. She’s never forgiven me for stamping on her doll when she was six, either.”

      “Dude, seriously? Drop.” Max shot over the top of a crouching Marcus and another droid got reprogrammed the hard way. Max looked down at the crouching Marcus “Who does that?”

      Marcus popped back up again and shrugged. “Spiteful older brothers, that’s who. Ah. Here we are.” The elevator pinged open and the two men stepped inside, turned, brought their disruptors up together, and kept on firing until the doors shut. The cluster of Blue Brigade guards rushing towards the elevator didn’t even get off a shot as the doors closed on their quarry.

      Max and Marcus holstered the disruptors and caught their breath. Marcus grinned. “Hell of a jailbreak, bud.”

      “It had to be high profile, man. Dylan was right about that bit. Sneaky-peeky in, then go out all guns blazing and waving a Resistance flag. Show up the Collective as fallible. He’s smart, that guy.”

      “Dylan’s still onboard? Dylan Cooper? Dylan freakin’ Cooper? That treacherous son of a bitch?”

      “Yeah. Now don’t go all crazy about it, okay? He’s the reason we’re here to get you out. I know he’s ex Blue Brigade, but he was also the one with the access codes to get us docked, so cut the guy some slack.” Max sniffed. “I mean, Maisie was all for leaving you to rot, although now you’ve explained the doll episode, I get why.” He grinned briefly. “This should be the final trigger to the Uprising, bud. If the Resistance can see we can break one of the galaxy’s most wanted out of the toughest jail the Collective has, then it’ll give them hope.”

      “So I’m a figurehead now?” Marcus scowled.

      “Not so much a figurehead, more of a patsy, really.” Max grinned again and unclipped his disruptor. “Okay. Ready for round two?”

      “Just as long as that asshole Dylan doesn’t shoot me again.”

      “Well, if he does, at least you’ll know it’s not personal this time, huh?”

      “True. Listen, Max. I’m really sorry I missed the wedding. Seriously.”

      “Dude, you were kinda busy getting arrested and taking one for the Resistance. I get that. No biggy.”

      “So Maisie’s cool about it now, though, right?”

      “Oh fuck, no! She’s mad as hell!”

      “Crap. Oh well, can’t be helped. I’ll take my ass-whooping like a man.” Marcus grinned and gave the disruptor another slap. The charge gauge climbed into the green zone. They waited on either side of the doors, expecting the inevitable shitstorm of laser fire to greet them. They weren’t disappointed. The doors pinged open and a swarm of laser shots peppered the inside of the elevator.

      “Damn it! Where the hell’s Dylan?” Marcus yelled at Max, waved the temperamental disruptor out of the elevator door, and shot blindly at where he thought the Blue Brigade might be positioned.

      “Right here.” A loud whine indicated a Mark III Disruptor Cannon was about to get busy. It let out a sonic boom that punched the two men in the guts from the inside out. What it did to the Blue Brigade squadron was a lot more terminal and considerably messier. “Where the hell have you two been? We’ve got three minutes tops!” Dylan appeared at the elevator door with the huge cannon held aloft. He nodded to Marcus. “See? I didn’t shoot you this time.”

      “Um, thank you?” Marcus scowled at Dylan.

      “You’re welcome.” Dylan tapped his throat com. “Maisie, fire her up. Your brother and Max appear to have brought guests.”

      “Copy that. Docking port three. I’d run if I were you.”

      “And we’re running. Again. Why are we always running?” Dylan frowned. “You guys coming, then? Ya know, before, well, that happens…” He pointed towards the hangar doors.

      “Oh, c’mon, can we not catch a break here?” Marcus stared at the battalion of droids that were running into the launch bay in formation. He let off a shot at a command droid, but apart from making the thing crackle with blue light for a few seconds, it didn’t have the effect he wanted. “Crap. They’ve adapted. I guess you’re right, Dylan. We’re running.”

      “Go. I’ve got this.” Dylan hoisted the cannon onto his shoulder, tapped the rotating modulator, and braced. “Don’t stand behind, the shock wave will knock you off your feet.” Dylan grinned at the advancing droids. “Adapt this, motherfuckers!”

      Marcus frowned. “Wait, what?”

      The boom echoed around the hangar, ripping the expletive out of Marcus’ mouth, and sending him sliding backwards. As adaptive as the droids were, they couldn’t match the sheer firepower of an Andromedean Mark III Disruptor Cannon dialed up to eleven. A rain of metal parts, burnt-out circuit boards, and burst neuro-pacs clattered to the floor. It would take a very dedicated team of technicians to put the droids back together again.

      “Holy shit!” Marcus stared wide-eyed at Dylan. “How in the hell are you still upright?”

      “Never mind that, Vine.” Dylan nodded at the Princess. “Move or we miss our ride.”

      The three men ran along the hangar towards the ship’s open bay door. They could hear the splutter and roar of the Princess’ engines firing up. Maisie’s voice crackled over Dylan’s throat com. “Leaving you behind in three…two…”

      Before she could get to one, the three men leapt onto the loading gantry of the Princess. “We’re in! We’re in! Hit the gas, Maisie!” Dylan rolled onto his back, brought up the cannon and fired a parting shot at a squadron of droids that were charging towards the ship. They stumbled, crackled, but despite losing at least half their number, kept coming. “I’m out of juice, boys. It’s gonna need a few seconds to recharge.” He tossed the cannon to one side, pulled out a disruptor and started firing. It slowed them down, but had little real effect.

      The droids had adapted and were getting ever closer to the Princess gantry. One made a dash for the door and grabbed at the side rail. There was a ‘clank’ as metal fingers hit the rail, and then a series of ‘CLANG!CLANG!CLANG!’ noises as Dylan picked up a length of piping and repeatedly battered at the droid’s fingers. The droid stopped its advance and watched impassively as Dylan turned its hand into tin foil.

      Eventually, the entire hand detached from the droid’s arm. The droid studied the sparking stump for a moment, and then stared straight at Dylan. It looked mildly annoyed. Dylan grinned, and drop-kicked the one-handed droid back out of the cargo-bay door.

      The droid’s severed hand still gripped resolutely to the rail. Every part of a droid was packed with trackers, so Dylan focused on peeling the hand finger by finger from the rail before flinging it, still-twitching, out of the door like a tissue wrapped around an errant spider. “Ewww!” Dylan shuddered and vigorously wiped his hands on his pants. “Those things always give me the creeps.” He shouldered the cannon once again and hit ‘Charge’. The cannon whined back into action. “Okay. Where were we?” The cannon discharged into a crowd of droids, scattering them but still doing relatively little actual damage.

      Max kept his disruptor on ‘Pewpewpew’ mode and yelled back into the ship. “Maisie! For the love of the gods, hit the damn gas!”

      “You think you can do better? You come up here and drive!” Maisie yelled back at the three men as the gantry door swung painfully slowly towards the closed position and the Princess rose to around twenty feet – where it juddered to a stop.

      “Shit!” Maisie hauled on the controls. “Docking clamps are locked on!”

      “Blow them!”

      “Oh, blow yourself!” Maisie gave the controls another heave, snapped down two switches, and slapped her hand against the docking clamp release button. Explosive charges detonated, taking out two of the landing feet. The Princess lurched free. “You do realize that landing is now going to be considerably more difficult in the future?”

      “Let’s worry about that in the future. Right now, I’m more interested in getting rapidly away from the present!” Max popped up through the hatch and vaulted into the co-pilot seat. He grinned at his wife and stole a quick kiss. “Hey beautiful.”

      “Hey ugly. Package on board?”

      “Yep. Your brother’s rolling around in the cargo hold, shooting at droids and shouting ‘ow’ a lot. I think he banged his shin when you blew the clamps.”

      “Good.” Maisie hit the booster button and the engine went up a gear.

      Max grinned. “You drive, I’ll shoot.”

      Marcus’ head popped through the hatch. “Shotgun!”

      Maisie glared at her brother. “Too late, asshole.” She jerked a thumb towards Max.

      “No, that shotgun!” He pointed at a battered old pump-action shotgun in the corner. “Got me a droid hanging on my leg down here, and the SOB’s adapted. I need to go old-school.”

      Maisie grabbed the shotgun, primed it with one hand and tossed it to her brother.

      Marcus caught the gun in mid-air, swung the business end down through the hatch and blasted the droid at close range. “Not so good adapting against ballistics, are ya?” Marcus primed the gun again and let off a second barrage, just to make sure, and then kicked the droid out of the door.

      “We all in?” Maisie yelled back. “Because I’m vac-sealing the doors right now.”

      “Go!”

      Maisie hit the ramp button and the cargo bay doors hissed shut. “Everyone grab hold of something!” She hauled on the controls and the Princess pointed her nose stars-up, roaring towards the outer pylons.

      Marcus popped his head back through the hatch. “Hey, sis!”

      “Fuck you.” Maisie banked hard left as the edge of the outer pylon skimmed along the side of the Princess with a nails-down-a-chalkboard screech.

      Marcus cursed loudly as he tumbled back down the ladder. He clambered back up and into the cabin. “Aww, c’mon, baby-girl! How about a hug for your big brother?”

      “Kinda busy here, dumb-dumb!”

      Marcus feigned wide-eyed hurt. “Hey! I’m no dumb-dumb!”

      “You’re an idiot and I can prove it mathematically!” Maisie lurched the controls hard right as a Collective scout ship started firing at the Princess. “Max? Would you mind?”

      Max fired off a volley from the ship’s cannons and the scout ship erupted into a fireball of twisted metal and debris.

      Dylan yelled up from the tail-gunner position. “We got company!”

      “How many?”

      “A…lot!”

      Max rolled his eyes. “Babe? We need to skedaddle.”

      “I’m not clear of the outer ring. If I go hyper now we’ll blow it to shit.”

      At that precise moment, the charges Dylan and Max laid earlier exploded. Orange puffs of fire burst through the outer hull of the station in various locations and the entire station tilted violently to one side. Max grinned as yet another orange fire flower bloomed and the station rocked again. “Probably not a problem, Maisie. Not for us, anyway.”

      Maisie gave Max a hard look. “No. There are innocent people in that station, Max. I will not be responsible for their deaths. The charges were supposed to be a distraction, although, seriously? How much damn explosive did you use? Also? On your left.” She pointed at yet another scout ship closing fast. She gave Max a flash of a smile. There was real love and warmth in it and for a brief moment their green eyes locked. Then Maisie winked and nodded towards the incoming scout ship. “You’re up, gunny. Like you said, you shoot, I’ll drive.”

      Max swore and opened up a storm of firepower at the scout ship while Maisie tussled with the uncooperative ship’s controls. Finally, the Princess cleared the outer ring and Maisie slapped the hyper-drive controls with the flat of her hand. The stars elongated and the Princess winked into the blackness of space.
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      “How many did we lose?” The Executor stared out of the window, watching the droid repair teams with passive interest.

      “Two squadrons of Blue Brigade, ten dead, twenty three injured, and three battalions of assault droids, sir.” The section Commander kept it short, sharp, and professional.

      “Civilians?”

      “One guard with a broken nose, another with a headache and no memory of how he ended up face-down and hog-tied in the men’s locker room, and a handful of prisoners injured at the explosion points.”

      “Kill the guards. As an example to the rest of them. And… kill the prisoners too. Kill them all. And their guards.” The Executor watched as a secondary explosion sent a work party of droids spinning off into space. “And get those damn hull breaches capped. Use civilians if you run out of repair droids.”

      “Sir?”

      The Executor turned to the Section Commander and studied him carefully. “There sounded like there was a question mark in that response. Was there, Commander?”

      “No, sir.” The Section Commander put every ounce of effort into sounding as neutral as possible, knowing that his card was now marked anyway. Shit…

      “Good.” The Executor went back to watching the repair droids. “Good. After all, I don’t want another Dylan Cooper on my hands, now, do I?” He smiled.

      “No, sir.”

      “You have your orders.”

      “Yes, sir. Um, sir?”

      The Executor sighed and turned back to the Section Commander. “Yes?” He didn’t disguise the note of irritation in his voice.

      “This whole situation. With Vine. It was the Collective’s plan all along to let him escape, then?”

      The Executor’s face darkened. “I think that question is a little above your pay-grade, don’t you, Jensen?”

      Jensen stepped back. “I didn’t mean to overstep my boundary, sir. I just asked so we could coordinate the Brigade’s response to this outrageous incursion and barefaced affront to the Collective’s dominance, is all.”

      The Executor paused, and then moved to within an inch of the Section Commander’s face. His pock-marked face twisted into a snarl. “Are you mocking me, Jensen?”

      “Me, sir? No, sir!”

      “Rebellion sympathies, perhaps? Disguised underneath that loyal exterior? A whole load of feels for your fellow inconsequentials?”

      “Sir, you know I’m loyal. That’s a given.”

      “Nothing is a ‘given’ at a time of filthy insurrection and uprising, Jensen. I trust you as much as I trust…” The Executor turned and pointed out of the window, “…that droid fixing the outer habitation ring. Which, if you need an interpretation, means not at all.” The repair droid picked that exact moment to bump slowly into an exposed cable conduit and explode in a shower of sparks. The Executor sighed. “See?” He strode over to the window and waved his arms in exasperation. “See what I have to deal with?”

      He turned to the Section Commander, rolled his eyes, and sighed again. “Alright then! Yes, of course we planned the breakout to give the Uprising false hope. Yes, of course we’ve planted trackers in Vine. That tooth implant by the prison dentist was packed full of the things so it doesn’t matter where he goes, we’ll find him. And when we do, Jensen, when we do, he’ll lead us straight to the Andromedean rebel base. That’s when you and your very expendable men will wipe out every last man, woman, and child. And every last dog, too.” He scowled. “I hate dogs. Annoying, yappy things.”

      “But my men, sir! I lost ten good men today!”

      “Acceptable losses. After all, like I said, they’re inconsequentials. They’re soldiers, Jensen. They expect to die for the good of the Collective! Damn it, it’s their duty to die! I’m disappointed that the other twenty three casualties didn’t!” He turned back to watch the repairs. “Now don’t you have somewhere else to be, Jensen? Anywhere else? You’re beginning to irk me.”

      “Sir.” Jensen snapped off a salute, spun on his heels, and took one step before…

      “Oh, and Jensen?”

      The ‘Oh, and…’ bit chilled Jensen’s blood. He froze. “Sir?”

      “You ever question my decisions again, and I’ll kill you. And your family.” The Executor turned and smiled. There was no warmth in that cold, vicious little smile. “And your dog. Do you have a dog? Because I’ll kill that too.”

      “No, sir. No dog.”

      “Good man. Can’t stand dogs. Carry on.” The Executor went back to his musings as he watched repair droids weld, patch and rebuild the damaged station. He hummed to himself as another droid was engulfed in a small, secondary explosion.

      Jensen didn’t wait this time. He marched crisply away until he’d rounded a corner, where he stopped, leaned against the wall, and closed his eyes. So that was it, then. The Executor had marked his card on the strength of a ‘Sir’ with a question mark in it.

      Well, fuck him.

      Fuck the Collective.

      Fuck them all!

      Dylan had been right. This fetid pit of vipers didn’t care about anyone but themselves. The Uprising had always been an Andromedean thing, but now? No. It had gone beyond just some local insurrection, a minor inconvenience to the Collective. Now, it applied to everyone. Men had died. Men with families. Men with dogs.

      Jensen rubbed his temple. “Seriously. What kind of a sick bastard kills people’s dogs, for fuck’s sake?” He straightened up, breathed deeply, and opened his eyes. He knew what he had to do. There was no going back now.
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      Maisie deployed the plasma nets as they skirted across the outer atmosphere of a star. The nets glowed orange and the plasma level indicator climbed steadily. A ‘scoop run’ was risky because it meant dropping out of hyper-drive and coming to a complete stop. But they needed to top up the engines if they were going to make another jump any time soon.

      Maisie sat back and sucked on a water pack. “We’ve got twenty minutes. Then, full or empty, we need to jump again before they catch up with us.” She tossed the empty pack over her shoulder and scratched vigorously at her head. “I need a damn shower.”

      Dylan sat in the co-pilot chair and chewed on a protein bar. “Did you really need to punch your brother on the nose like that? I thought he was being quite contrite.”

      “He’s a dumb-dumb. A big, poopy-headed dumb-dumb.”

      “Maisie, you sound like you’re six!” Dylan laughed.

      “I am six! You know that! I mean, Max is only nine, and Marcus is eight! Us Andromedeans don’t calculate time the same way you humans do. Our ‘year’ is the same as, oh, about five of yours. Anyway, Normal six-year-olds don’t punch their brother’s lights out, Dylan.”

      “You’re no normal six-year-old, Maisie.”

      Maisie nodded. “True.” She flashed Dylan a dangerous grin. “Hey, wanna see what this six-year-old can do when she’s pissed?”

      Dylan held his hands up in mock surrender. “No. I really don’t!” He laughed. “Damn, Maisie, there’s some serious anger issues wrapped up in all that leather, isn’t there?”

      “Screw you.” Maisie shrugged. “Max thinks I’m cute.”

      “Max has to. He’s your husband.” Dylan laughed again. “Nah, you’re okay in my book, crazy lady. What you did back at the station, ya know, not jumping to hyper-drive? That was a good thing.”

      Maisie shrugged again. “Just because we’re part of an Uprising doesn’t make us all terrorists, Dylan. I’m not going to lower myself to the Collective’s dubious standards.” She looked serious for a moment. “You get that, right?”

      Dylan smiled. “Yes. I get that. That’s why I’m here and not there.” He chomped on the protein bar again. “Anyhoo…” A bleeping from the communications panel stopped him mid-sentence. “What the…”

      “Incoming?”

      “Yeah.” Dylan looked puzzled. “Anyone know where we are?”

      Maisie looked at him blankly. “Preferably not? What with us being wanted criminals and all.”

      Dylan shrugged and punched the button. “Y’ello?”

      Jensen’s face appeared on the monitor. “I’ve got eight seconds before this pings the alarm, so don’t talk, just listen. You’ve been played. The implant in Vine’s tooth has a tracker in it. They’re on your ass. Move!” The line went dead at seven point eight seconds.

      Dylan spat out a mouthful of protein bar. “Shit!”

      Before he could move, Maisie was out of the chair and sliding down the hatch ladder into the main living area. She sprinted up to her brother. “Which tooth did they fix in prison?”

      “What?”

      “Which damn tooth?”

      “Um, this one?” Marcus pointed hesitantly at his left cheek.

      Maisie landed a punch that would have knocked out most other men. Marcus, however, was Andromedean and built of sterner stuff. Still, the punch was enough to rock him back on his feet and dislodge the tooth. Marcus gave his sister a pained look, ran his tongue around his gum and mumbled, “Oh, c’mon, really?”. He spat out a bloodied tooth and it clattered onto the metal floor.

      Before he could say anything, Maisie slammed the heel of her boot down on the tooth, grinding it into powder. She removed her foot, and in the middle of the white dental powder shimmered a broken tracker. She bent and picked up the tracker between her thumb and forefinger. “Assholes.” She tossed the useless tracker in the trash chute.

      Dylan slid down the hatch ladder and looked at Marcus, trying hard to disguise the grin that pulled at the corners of his mouth. “She hit you again, then, huh?”

      “Yes! And really hard, too! I think she enjoyed doing it!”

      Dylan looked at Max and winced. Max simply responded with a baffled shrug. Dylan turned to Maisie. “You get it?”

      “Yep.”

      Marcus looked down at the remains of his tooth. “Will somebody please tell me why my sister has just knocked out a perfectly good tooth of mine?”

      Dylan responded, his voice serious for once. “Apparently, we’ve been played. Fortunately, we appear to have a supporter inside the station. That tooth had a tracker in it, fella. They’ll be all over us in less than an hour.”

      “What?” Max and Marcus spoke together, then Marcus added, “Ow! Did you really need to hit me that hard?” at his sister.

      “Probably not. But it felt good anyway.” Maisie scowled. “Dylan, pull the nets in. We’ve got enough plasma in the tank for a couple of jumps. We need to put as much distance between us and the Collective as we can.” She smiled at Max. “Wanna take point, babes? I need to stay down here and keep these engines running.”

      “On it.” Max scurried up the ladder and hopped into the pilot’s seat while Dylan took the co-pilot’s seat and started reeling in the plasma nets.

      Marcus, still rubbing his cheek, stared at his sister. “Ow. Again.”

      “Oh, deal with it!” Maisie focused her attention on the engines, but turned back when Marcus tapped her on the shoulder. She huffed and glared at her brother. “Okay, what now?”

      Marcus wrapped his arms around his sister in a warm embrace. He kissed her forehead. “Thanks, Noodle. I owe you.”

      “Don’t call me Noodle.” Maisie took a gentle kick at her brother’s ankle, but didn’t break the hug. “Just do your whole ‘leader of men’ thing, and get the Uprising past the whole ‘whispered conversations in dive bars’ stage, okay?” She looked up at her brother. “We need you.”

      Marcus laughed and ruffled Maisie’s hair. “Okie dokie, will do.” He looked thoughtful. “Ya know, I think it might be easier than we thought.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, that message. Who did it come from?”

      “No idea. But he was Blue Brigade by the looks of the uniform.” Maisie shrugged. “Dylan looked surprised. I think he knew the guy.”

      Marcus frowned again. “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Interesting….”
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      Jensen flipped off the comms link and checked the time stamp. Seven point eight seconds. Damn. That was cutting it fine.

      He stood, straightened his tunic with a sharp tug at the hem, and brushed a speck of dust off his shoulder.

      He’d made his choice.

      One comm call was all it had taken.

      He was now part of the Uprising. Just like Dylan Cooper before him. He stared at his reflection in the panel and frowned. How many more were there? Ready to turn? Ready to betray the Collective? Ready to finally fight back against vicious, blood-thirsty assholes like the Executor?

      Jensen sighed, gave his tunic a last tug, and headed for the door. Rebel, double agent, traitor….
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      When I was fresh off the line, I could never tell from looking at a woman if she could work with an automaton like me. A metal man had options on this world, but not so many as one made of flesh.

      People made assumptions, though. As I operated, I learned to make my own.

      I calculated what the cast of this woman’s hip to one side meant as she sashayed through my office door. I assigned significance to that point two three percent slowing of her movements as she glided up.

      If her thigh-length red dress and heels hadn’t told me what I needed to know, the candy apple lipstick would’ve. I’d filed that one away long ago, out of sheer necessity. This woman was trouble. She wanted me to know it, too. She’d appealed to my constructed operating motif to send me this message. Intrigued, I wondered what she’d carefully concealed beneath such a glaring red herring.

      I rose as her manicured index fingernail tapped the inside of my door’s opaque glass, just below the sign: Tin-Eye Investigations. I’d spent hours perusing lists of metal alloys and their symbolic associations on a dozen worlds before settling on that one.

      Tired or classic, didn’t really matter. I liked that it wasn’t a metal utilized in my eyes. I liked when people made incorrect assumptions about me.

      This woman, though, saw through it all: cheap name, artificial sunlight filtering through the slatted blinds, dust motes I’d paid dearly for, so I’d have something to collect on the blinds and empty bookshelves. She took her time stepping up to my simple wooden desk, set perpendicular to an empty one.

      I’d curated a few items to scatter about my desk’s surface: a two-tiered filing shelf stacked with papers, an Earth-animal carving, and a resin fountain pen replica.

      “I love what you’ve done with the place.” Her voice crooned smooth as oil, her words flowing between the joints and cracks of what passed for my heart.

      A smile played over my lips. “You see something you don’t like?”

      “Reading between the lines already?” Her tongue ran over her teeth. “That didn’t take long.”

      I shrugged. “You mentioned what I’ve done with the place, not what a secretary or a holo-designer did. Therefore, you’ve noted aspects of my setup that scream automation, something unnatural.” I kept my blinking optimal, refusing to let rising panic leave the ramparts of my body to alter my expression.

      “I did notice.” She nodded, an eyebrow lifting away from the crimson-painted shadow darkening the lid. The knuckles of one hand brushed the two-tiered filing system, pushing it a few micrometers from its spot on the desk. She had a glint in her eye. “Hire me, and I’ll help you fix it.”

      My queries evaporated like summer rain. “Do you, ah, have questions for me, Miss Broadkirk?”

      “Are you a dangerous man, Roy?”

      No one had ever asked if I was a dangerous man. They were too busy asking if I was a man at all. I straightened to my full height, extending my hand. “When can you start?”

      Her reply came with an upward twist of red lips. “Immediately.” She pulled a curriculum vitae from her wide leather handbag and placed it in my waiting hand. Real leather, or a good enough fake that the printer had scanned real leather for the dips and rises that’d once been follicles and pores.

      Her resume was a relic, too. Natural paper dyed pale amber. I couldn’t help playing my fingertips over the pressed fibers. A real tree had unwillingly sacrificed its life for this. As someone who’d never had life to give, the sacred nature of the moment wasn’t lost on me.

      Apparently, I’d let the wonder slip into my eyes, because hers narrowed in satisfaction. She’d as good as said, “Gotcha.”

      Damn these humans and their roles. I’d picked a simple motif, an ancient one. One associated strongly enough with my profession that people came to my little office for nostalgia alone. They thought they wanted their missing pet found or their cheating spouse exposed.

      They really wanted to feel safe again.

      And she’d just outplayed me at my own game. I’d expected to be elated to find an office partner who’d be everything I’d dreamed of. Now that she stood before me, I found myself wanting to scrap the whole construct. Maybe I should don a hat and advertise for a Watson to my Holmes routine.

      No, I wouldn’t back down from this challenge. All that was left was to accept defeat and update my subroutines when I had some downtime.

      I set her resume in the ancient file box on my desk. It was a decorative boon, if nothing else, for I disbelieved every shred of information with which she’d defiled the perfect sheets of paper concerning herself, including her name at the top: Althea Broadkirk.

      “Let’s begin, then.” With the simplest stroke of a button, my desk’s built-in projector flashed a holographic setup. Keyboard, screens, ability to drag and drop midair. I could interface directly with my intranet terminal just as well as any synth system ever devised. But, for demonstration purposes, I tapped the keys and slid the instructions over to Althea’s desk projector.

      She pulled them up with practiced ease, copying my motions with only the slightest incline of her head belying her curiosity. “What am I looking at, Roy?”

      “The current caseload. It’s about what you would expect—missing pets that aren’t chipped, a few cheating spouses, a will beneficiary who’s probably rotting in a drug den.” I gave a dismissive shrug, waiting for her to find the shiny needle jabbing out of the information haystack.

      “Charming.” She didn’t seem charmed.

      “Oh, don’t worry, those are strictly relegated to the back burner. Those are the broadcast board drivel any kid with a decent set of keywords could collect on.” I rubbed one thumb along the desk’s edge. “We have one particular request I found important enough to hire a real human to accompany me. If we do well, we’re sure to get more such mid-profile work, and I could keep you on longer-term.”

      “A trial case, then.” Althea cracked her knuckles eagerly.

      “If that’s how you’d like to think of it, sure.” I flashed a patient smile as she sifted through my records. “Miss Broadkirk…”

      She fluttered her slender fingers. “Please, call me Althea.”

      “Because that’s your name?”

      Her laugh hit a bitter note. “Of course not. But if the Tashe-Class Kosmos Royale is Roy, I’m Althea.”

      “Fair enough.” I debated telling her the truth, the name I called myself. This didn’t seem like a good time, so I held my tongue. The last thing I needed was to humanize myself in her eyes further. “I need to be blunt with you, Althea. You understand enough about what I am to know I’ve got some of the fastest information-gathering abilities of any investigative service on the market. What I don’t have is…”

      “You need me to bend the rules. It’s alright.” Althea flipped idly through the files I transmitted to her desk. “I assumed as much. Rather than risk damaging your own core identity messing around with the limiting software, you hire me. I’m not obligated to obey local law to the letter. I can do your dirty work and get in where you aren’t permitted.”

      Her willing acceptance left me speechless. I’d expected to at least have to explain myself before she jumped at the chance to break some rules. No wonder she’d chosen the fatale as her motif if she was this flippant about the regulations. No wonder I’d immediately realized she was perfect for this job.

      Althea let out a low whistle as she stared at the client information. “No wonder you wanted backup. Why did you ever accept this?”

      I folded my hands behind my head. “They didn’t exactly disclose the whole story upfront. Funny thing about contracts is that they’re binding, at least to me. No matter that my new employer runs his circles around the Black JackRabbit underground biotics syndicate.”

      “Or that he gets off on carving up underperforming bots with a pocket laser?” One manicured eyebrow raised. “That his particular method of covering his tracks is blowing everything sky-high?”

      I cringed. “I’m aware. I’ve had the unfortunate experience of visiting his design gallery.”

      “That must’ve been nauseating,” Althea mused, shifting the offending image of a pile of ears off-screen.

      I didn’t correct her. I’m sure it would’ve been if I had the capability. “Tracing the missing synth body our client is searching for was the easy part. It barely took a full afternoon of intranet diving. Retrieving the body in a delicate enough manner, negotiating between the two syndicates—that’s going to be a two-man job. You up for it?”

      Althea nodded, already sorting the files into sub-folders. “Shall we bend some rules, then?” She rose and followed me out with a languid smile.

      I kept a watchful eye on her movements, looking to discern some hidden truth about her personality. Where I’d built my office as a construct, she’d transformed into hers. But get a human moving, and something was bound to slip through the cracks. Of course, that assumed Althea indeed possessed true humanity.

      I didn’t want to be found guilty of making hasty assumptions.

      As soon as we stepped outside, I opened the command subroutine in my operating system.

      Call levcar.

      [Calling levcar to your coordinates. Approximate wait is twelve minutes. Pay in advance?] 0/1

      Zero. Pay upon safe delivery.

      There were never enough levcars since local service had gone from privately-owned taxis to megacorp takeover. Higher demand meant higher price per ride. Meanwhile, we had to wait on the crumbling sidewalk amid the teeming rabble of surface-dwellers.

      Althea covered the bottom half of her face with her scarf against thick, noxious smog that’d settled, then taken up permanent residence between the cracks in the endless skyline.

      I zipped my felt jacket’s collar all the way up, concealing the gaping slit in my throat. I didn’t like to advertise on the street that I was a bot. There were gangs looking to zap and disable them for change, and I didn’t want to wake up with new programming and a sudden burning desire to be a galley cook or manservice droid for the rest of my days.

      Mercifully, the billowing, tar-laden fumes soon parted to permit an older-model levcar with the top coat of its paint peeling away. The disintegrating varnish left the advertisements beneath exposed to the bleaching effects of the sun’s radiation, creating a comical splotching over the collage of logos and taglines.

      Althea brushed a few crumbs from the split vinyl seat as we climbed in. I kicked leftover fast food biodegradables into the corners and accepted the worst of the two seats for myself. Our destination wasn’t far, so any discomfort from the shuddering ride would be short-lived and less intolerable than fighting the volatile crowds of surface scum.

      “Love the view,” Althea commented, sarcasm lacing her tone. The smog obscured everything around us. Manually piloting the levcar through this part of the city would be deadly.

      I leaned back into the seat after inputting the coordinates rather than an address. “It’ll only get better when we hit corporate, I assure you.”

      She forcibly lowered her narrow shoulders, tugging her jacket tighter around her frame as she mimicked my casual posture. It wasn’t entirely convincing, and I wondered what had rattled her. “How did you come by this contract, Roy?”

      I smiled a little at the memory. A couple near-retirement cyber-augmented galactic patrol officers had deemed the problem to be outside their jurisdiction and kindly passed along my number. I had a feeling it was revenge for being a pain in their collective asses on occasion. They were good detectives, and even better rivals. I hoped they’d done all right for themselves.

      “Tip off,” I answered simply, a smile pulling back the corner of my lip. “Patrol connections of yesteryear.”

      Althea nodded slowly, having apparently exhausted her desire to chat. We remained in mutual discomfort and silence through disembarking, the short stroll from the dropoff to the ten-story office complex, then up the glassed exterior elevator.

      My companion relaxed visibly the second we crested the city smog, as if she’d come home to familiar cloudscapes with the miasma below us at last. She had her cool demeanor pasted back on as we turned a carpeted corner to the office where we’d meet the client. She still hid behind the scarf covering the lower half of her face, the only sign she wasn’t totally at ease, as she pulled a mint from her bag.

      “Reminds me.” I pulled a tiny recording device from my pocket. “I can’t tell you what to do with this.”

      Althea nodded, sliding the recorder into her purse.

      I’d almost missed the surreptitious slip of her hand over something else in the handbag. Quickly, I cued up playback, running the visual in the background. A human would’ve assumed I was lost in thought or daydreaming.

      I wasn’t sure I comprehended either of those terms.

      There. I froze the frame, advanced it a few milliseconds, then zoomed in on the first thing I felt I could truly know about my new assistant.

      She’d brought a real leather notebook with her on assignment.

      Not only did this relic place her among the unspeakably wealthy, which at least partially explained the pseudonym, it labeled her as a hopeless anachronist. No wonder she’d been drawn to the bizarre juxtaposition my office posed.

      Before I had time to muse further, we stepped into an elegantly-furnished office. Black onyx accents over white marble keyed up the contrast, with bold geometrics creating a workspace that was almost more design than function.

      Where my grey felted attire played along the continuum the stark decor boasted, Althea’s red stood in glaring relief. She was a fire kindled in every room she graced.

      The bot standing at the front desk nodded in deference to Althea, then to me. “Camellia at your service. You are the thirteen-thirty appointment, I presume?”

      I nodded. “Sign in Roy and Althea, please, of Tin-Eye.”

      “Certainly.” The bot made no move to key in anything, so I assumed the entire process was digital. She was probably also answering voice calls and making marketing queries. I’d met a few of that series before—perfect multitaskers. They made excellent babysitters and secretaries.

      I was more geared for prying—the Tashe series was designed specifically to be legal aides. The agency that financed my existence, much like a landlord, was trying an off-label application letting me do small-time detective work. I took to it instantly.

      “You are three and a half minutes early for your appointment.” Camellia’s head tilted slightly right. “Thank you for being prompt.”

      Confirming my digital theory, an office door opened before us with a click. Sunlight shone through as a hand beckoned us to enter.

      “Come in, come in!” A silver-haired man of average height and build, but above average sparkling blue eyes, waved us in. The man’s natural energy was confounding as he warmly shook both our hands and offered us a seat opposite his desk. “Catalan Haught.”

      “Althea Broadkirk.” She had that slow glide again, the almost slithering of her fingers upon the armrest as she lowered herself into the chair. “How can we help you?”

      The monochrome geometric motif flowed naturally into this office, but where the foyer had been re-creations, my quick scan revealed real onyx and abalone hexagonal tilework. The artistry was stunning.

      “I will get right to it, but first, a small technicality. If your brief accurately depicts the matter, this will be a meeting of some personal and corporate importance.” Catalan folded his hands, leaning both elbows on the desk. “Unfortunately, company policy obligates me to make this request secure, which means Miss Broadkirk will need to wait in the lobby.”

      “Of course.” Althea’s fingers danced their way off the armrest as she rose, then rested on her hip as she made her way out the door again.

      She left her purse beneath the chair.

      “Damn. Lucky bastard.” Catalan flicked his gaze over to me, then back to the door. “A Kosmos Royale with an assistant like that. You’ve sure got it made.” He poured himself a glass of water from a crystal beaker, then took a sip. “How come you haven’t changed your face off the standard wrap? There are a number of wonderful custom modeling advances our corporation has released in the past months.”

      “Ever the salesman, I see.” I nodded my thanks as he handed me a glass of my own, but I set it beside me without drinking.

      “Absolutely!” Catalan’s grin crinkled his cheeks as it spread. “I’ll send over a credit to your mechanic. This one’s on the house—it’s the least I can do for you revealing this breach in our security.” His expression grew serious again. “Seeing as LanTech owns the subsidiary that produces the Tashe androids, you have to tell me if I ask bluntly. Are we being recorded?”

      “Not that I know of.” I kept my gaze locked on his. “Aside from my internal record, which you’re probably planning to wipe. As long as I get a signed brief of this meeting with enough to take back to my employer, I’m willing to submit to the blot.”

      “Perfect! Good to get that business out of the way.” Catalan dusted his hands off, as if my memory was soil to be cleaned away. “Now, you tell me a man in my employ isn’t who he says he is, and that my company has been victim to an espionage scheme. Could I get the name of the man you suspect?”

      “I’ll give you one better, since he’s likely going by a pseudonym.” I held up my index finger and thumb on my left hand. Projectors along the edges intersected to form a screen. In the center, a young man’s face, bright and full of promise, swiveled front to profile.

      Recognition hit Catalan’s eyes like a bolt of electricity. “One of our brightest new recruits. Shame it always has to be the ones with actual promise. Someday, our rivals will wise up and send a dolt, and we’ll never catch him.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, then pressed a button at the edge of his desk. “Camellia, ask Finn Waring to join us in my office, post haste. Escort him if you have to.”

      “Thank you.” I retracted my hand, rotating the glass of ice water in its own condensation.

      “While we wait, I would love to hear as much as you can tell me about your assignment.” He slid his rolling chair in closer to the desk. “Intrigue involving my corporation fascinates me to the highest degree.”

      “I haven’t been asked to keep it under wraps. I can tell you everything.”

      “Splendid!” Catalan leaned back against his chair’s cushion, steepling his fingers.

      “I got the tip-off from a couple old buddies of mine that the megacorp across the street had a bright young tech’s golden parachute go missing.”

      Catalan gave a low whistle. “Losing a synthetic body isn’t something you hear about every day. How’d they catch it?”

      “The same tech’s testament file came back corrupted, which flagged the manual check. Pure luck—no telling how long the double had been walking around, causing trouble.”

      “Or who’d stolen it.” Catalan shook his head. “It’s so easy to copy yourself these days. Nearly anyone could’ve done it, then pretended to be someone they’re not. Plenty of wanted criminals get offworld by body-snatching, then jettison the old body in outer space once they get their own.”

      “Exactly. None of that is any of my business—I’m only here to return the body so Heydin VanLith can have his insurance policy back where it belongs. How VanLith wants to empty it, I plan to leave up to them.”

      Catalan nearly came up out of his chair. “VanLith Biotics? The front for Black JackRabbit?”

      I nodded, leaning forward in my chair. “You can see why I’d like to wrap this up as quickly—and cleanly—as possible.”

      “Of course.” Catalan’s eyes remained wide as his pupils danced back and forth. The possibilities of what this synth copy had compromised were endless.

      The possibilities of what’d happen to me if he wasn’t returned in one piece were a little better defined. The gaping hole in my throat flesh would be the least of my concerns.

      In the end, it wasn’t up to me. But I’d suffer dearly if Catalan did what he tended to do to anyone suspected of spying on his operation—a front for his own cybernetic augmentation syndicate. My chances for keeping my face in one piece would be far better if he’d seen it, registered my earnestness.

      However, he’d already promised to wire an upgrade code to my mechanic. That didn’t offer me any comfort.

      A muffled crack crack from the lobby had me leaping to my feet, snatching up Althea’s bag. Althea’s scream followed before I could wrench the door open.

      “I heard the shots and turned around… they were just... there!” Her hand flew to her mouth as her eyes widened in horror.

      There in the floor lay Heydin’s synthetic copy, pistol still in hand, wires askew, and a laser bolt through his head. It matched the hole between Camilla’s eyes, which still sparked around the edges as the heat had melted wires together. The room filled with the acrid stench of burnt silicone and plastic.

      About like mine would be when my employer got word. My palm came up, reflexively covering my face as I suppressed a groan. Catalan followed behind us, already angrily shooing us out of the way to make room for his crew to dismantle the man on the floor before any more memory could be corrupted.

      Not that it mattered. The shot was perfectly executed to fry everything in a single second. I tilted my head at the body’s angle. Bodies where they shouldn’t be were always a tipoff.

      Speaking of which, this was my chance to escape with my own memory intact. “Althea, it seems we’re finished early today. How about I take you for a drink?” To Catalan, I added. “You know where to find me.”

      I shot one parting glance at Camellia. All the bustle centered around a stolen bot body because it’d held a human’s imprint. No one seemed bothered by her loss--one so easily replaced, probably a bit out of date. But she died because she’d borne witness, and that had to count for something.

      If Heydin VanLith’s body snatcher sensed the jig was up and fried his circuits, why’d he take Camellia out? More importantly, why didn’t he also kill Althea?

      We walked down the street in silence, reached the nearest shithole smelling of hard liquor in silence, and sat at a window table in silence. Althea broke it first when she ordered a whiskey on the rocks with lemon. Real lemon. I seconded her order, then returned to brooding.

      “What happens next for us?” she asked after a sip of her beverage.

      “I’m sure you’ll be questioned as soon as the authorities begin their proper investigation. Tomorrow, if they call in homicide. I’ll be scanned for replay, unless Catalan decides I did, in fact, learn something he’d rather them not know.” I stared out the window, eyes narrow. “You wouldn’t happen to have that little device I gave you earlier?”

      “What device?” She asked, a hint of a smile playing across her lips.

      I was in no mood for playfulness. “Didn’t think you did.”

      She gave me a forbearing sigh, sliding the recorder across the table before snapping her purse shut. “Fine, here.”

      I slid it into my pocket, then cued upload while keeping up a modicum of conversation. Her whiskey slowly melted away her facade, and behind the second face was a bright, cheeky woman with a keen eye for detail. I liked her, and realized I’d miss her when the alcohol wore off again.

      “What makes you unique, Roy? Of all the Kosmos Royales, what makes this one special?” Althea lit a cigarette with the flip of a switch. This one smelled of lavender and honey, a much too calm combination for her attire.

      I remained silent for a few minutes, mulling it over. “I don’t like binaries.”

      She had a melodic laugh, hearty guffaws at the beginning, but almost sad notes by the time it petered off. I supposed she was waiting for me to return the question so she could lie again or ask something else to carry the conversation. I chose silent conversation, creating a third option for myself.

      To borrow an expression, it’s a mixed bag having your design based upon human ideas and expectations. For beings who surmise themselves to either be modeled after primates or deities and nothing in between, they have patently bland concepts of what to pattern their own creations on.

      It’s always something they fear.

      I supposed I should be grateful they constructed me in their own image and not that of a spider. Of all the things these people chose to be terrified of, at least being wary of each other makes sense. What has the median shark or spider done in terms of harm compared to the average, ordinary man?

      Though, if pressed on the subject, I’d sooner accept that mankind’s prototype was modeled on a formless spirit from the clouds than adhere to the ridiculous notion that there was such a beast as an “ordinary man.”

      Take this one-hundred-percent inauthentic model before me. I stared at Althea Broadkirk, analyzing her every move as she alternated sips of her whiskey and drags from her cigarette. So far, my mental compilation of her resembled an aggregate of unrelated pixels more than a cohesive image.

      It wasn’t that nothing made sense with her—it was more like nothing added up. Give me an Ehksmian or Galbreath, and I could summarize them with ten minutes’ observation.

      The problem with making such assumptions here is that the woman before me now, her cigarette carefully balanced between two fingers, had been trained from childhood. She’d been educated in how to avoid wearing the image of her true self. Instead, she projected one society had foisted upon her.

      She wore it almost comfortably now. Like a too-small leather shoe gradually misshaping the foot wearing it, I bet her false self barely chafed anymore. Her soul had calluses in all the right places.

      I felt deeply, and violently resisted, similar conventions. Give me a choice between A or B, zero or one, and I’d create my own option C, if I could. It was an unusual trait for a bot, but that’s what made the Royale better than its predecessors—it had an ornery streak the brochures called “refreshing” and reviewers called “adorable.” I found it irritating.

      Unlike humans, I understood my creator. I held a healthy contempt for my design team and the species which spawned it. I carefully placed little reminders, like the cut on my neck I hadn’t bothered to get repaired, between myself and humankind. It was fair warning that we were not, are not, and never will be the same.

      Still, they persisted in anthropomorphizing me. I was neither reduced nor elevated, but twisted into a notion of humanity. At every turn, they wanted to compare.

      My fingers brushed the open flap of “skin” over my throat as I unzipped my felt jacket. If their eyes were windows into their souls, my neck was a neon flashing sign that I didn’t have one.

      Althea’s gaze followed my movement toward the slit, then didn’t follow my fingers when I dropped them. I didn’t interrupt her stare, though it lingered past curiosity into rudeness.

      Finally, I broke the silence. “I believe, earlier, you were hoping I’d ask what made you unique. If I had, what would you have responded?”

      Althea chuckled, finally raising her line of sight to meet mine. “I would’ve asked you to tell me what you thought was unique about me.”

      I couldn’t help but crack a smile of my own. “I’ve discerned very little.”

      “Aww, Roy, c’mon. You know more than you let on.” She exhaled a little puff, which settled around her like a cloud would for an angel. The light kissed the edges of the steam as it floated lazily between us.

      “That’s my job.”

      “Come on. We’re only here now because you solved everything in a flash. Go on! Tell me what mysteries you’ve unraveled about me in this time.” Mischief flashed behind her eyes.

      Just then, the image search I’d started on Heydin’s face came back with an identity. Too little, too late.

      [Browse known associates?] 0/1

      One.

      There, right next to his face, was Althea’s. The two JackRabbit sibling heirs, known in the criminal underbelly as Jamison and Jessica JackRabbit. Legal names Heydin and Lila VanLith. Both already had massive rap sheets.

      I stared straight into Althea’s face, superimposing her mugshot over her features before me as she awaited my reply. “You wish you could go back.”

      An offended look crossed her features. “Excuse me?”

      “Whether that’s to relive it, to mend it, or to change it, you can’t help but reach for the past. You fingered your relic, that notebook, whenever I put you on the spot, outside your comfort zone.”

      She squirmed in her seat. “That’s quite enough of that.”

      I wasn’t finished. “You’re hopelessly stuck in the past, and the past will keep coming back to bite you, no matter what future you try to escape to. Whatever game you’re playing, it’s only going to bring you more pain, because you buried your wound while it festered.”

      “Fuck you, Roy.” She gathered her things, then stormed out.

      I slid my still-untouched drink over to clink my glass against hers, tracing a bead of condensation down the side of the glass. In my mind, the audio from the recording replayed in an endless loop—not what Catalan had said to me, but what Althea had said in the lobby.

      “Hello, Jamison. Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Jessica, I… please don’t.”

      “It’s the only way. I’m sorry. There will be another you. Take it in hand like a good boy.”

      Resigned, I paid the tab and made my way onto the smoggy street. Better to get it over with, I supposed, and I needed some time to compute. Without her to protect or to protect myself from, the risk to my life and limb was about the same as it always was.

      There was always the chance that I’d be left alone, that Catalan smoothed things over for me. There was always the chance I’d escape this little turf war unscathed.

      Why didn’t I just change my construct in the first place?

      [Query?]

      You heard me. When I thought about abandoning the whole scene, scrapping the motif, and starting afresh with someone less unpredictable, why didn’t I?

      [Question parameters not defined.]

      Cue up decision tree from 09:16:22 to 09:17:41 today. Scroll latent .motiv, highlight turning point factors. Assimilate into a file and notify me when you’re done.

      [Preparing file]

      Then, out of the thick grey, my trouble appeared. Four men approached with cruel eyes squinting. They didn’t bother following me, which I could’ve evaded easily with how thick this smog was. They approached head-on, crowding the narrow alley.

      They fanned out as I approached. I kept my ocular lenses downcast, unthreatening. My hands remained loose, swinging slightly at my sides as I marched past the little cadre. The first ruffian crossed my path with nothing more than a sidelong glance at me. His lip twisted back, disappearing beneath an unfashionably-long moustache.

      The second jostled against me as the alley narrowed, bottlenecked by compactor dumpsters. He hadn’t gone for my pockets as he muttered a raspy apology for the collision, which meant the contact only had one possible design.

      I attenuated my hearing to catch his whisper to the other man now behind me. “Oh, shit, boys! He’s a bot!”

      I froze in my tracks as the other two in front of me brought their fists up. Two in front, two behind. I was effectively hemmed in.

      The third man put his clenched fists into large pockets on his faux fur-lined trench coat. “Hold up, fellas. Until we lay a finger, he can’t move against us to retaliate.” The big brute pulled a cylindrical device from his pocket and clicked off the safety lock with a familiar snap. Laser carving tool.

      A rustle from behind had me whipping my head around in time to catch the goateed man palming something. He grinned, holding up an intersymbol interference modulator. Simple device, but it had a lot of applications.

      In this scenario, it was probably already cutting off transmission signals I might be attempting to send to the authorities. Worse, it cut off my attempts at internally blocking my pain receptors and prevented evidence recording.

      I was fucked.

      I crouched low, hands out in front of me to protect or defend as they slowly backed me into the grimy brick. They had me unable to make the first move, or any move, until the strictest of legalities let me loose. They knew it, and I knew it.

      All that was left was to make them pay.

      “Hold still and it won’t take as long,” suggested the man holding the laser.

      “Of course. Happy to oblige.” I glanced around for a wall I could scale, but the slick grime coating the lower forty feet or so meant I’d have to jump past or risk slipping back down. I might be able to get one to pull a weapon that’d be considered deadly force so I could trespass onto someone’s locked balcony as part of my escape.

      Everywhere I looked, paths were blocked off. They’d chosen a residential spot with lots of civilian regulations no human bothered to even know, but no android could ever run afoul of.

      I checked, drawing my hand up on the unarmed man nearest me, hoping to provoke a strike so I could defend myself properly. He flinched but didn’t attack. Almost.

      The first kick hit me behind the knee, bending it slightly. The force of the blow threw me forward into my other two attackers, who piled on, trying to pin my limbs to the ground. I struggled to my feet, dragging two of them up with me. As much as I would’ve loved to crack their skulls together, I’d be dismantled for sure if one died.

      Better to snap a vertebra below the heart. They’d be permanently out of the fight, but unlikely to push up a daisy. I flung one off, then clutched the second against my chest. His body created a buffer between me and my other opponents, but only for a few moments.

      The spot between the T-12 and the L-1 would separate nicely. I dug my fingers into his skin, pinching like a contracting vise to crush the cartilage holding the two bones in place.

      He screeched before I even managed to break the skin. His allies ripped him from my grasp, using their full body weight on my arms to drag me down again. I wasn’t designed for load bearing. Four hundred pounds of angry gangbuster was more than my joints were rated to hold aloft. I couldn’t dig into an adrenaline reserve for more energy.

      Straining against their combined pressure, I sank to the pavement. My back slid down the black and green coating the wall, then I was staring up at enemies, towering skyscrapers, and a dark sky.

      I writhed, trying to curl my arms or kick. The guy whose spine I’d attacked laid over my legs, holding on for dear life. I managed to nail him once good across the temple with my heel.

      White-hot pain lanced through my cheek, then extended in a line across my face. I squeezed my eyes shut. They were laughing. I was screaming, a reflex someone programmed as the proper response when this much agony overtakes a Kosmos Royale’s nervous system.

      What sadistic bastard programmed me to scream in pain?

      Humans need their pain and their pain responses. The ability to suffer well, for them, is something sacred, contributing to their survival for millennia. But it didn’t help me now. I’d wished they’d left me alone. I wished I could remake myself the way I wanted to be.

      [File ready for access. Open?] 0/1

      Funny how we go somewhere safe in our minds when our bodies are threatened. Even bots have only so much we can take. I chalk it up to my creative team lacking imagination. Ones and zeroes, fight or flee. Even as I resigned myself to the fact that my face would wind up on display somewhere, I searched for a way around the situation.

      [File ready for access. Open?] 0/1

      One ruffian held my own plasti-flesh ear in front of my line of sight, the edges melted and dripping. I’d have to replace my whole face next time I was at the mechanic. It was downright inconvenient, and I told him so.

      He punched me with the hand holding the laser. The pain rocketing across my cheek plate was a reprieve compared to the few minutes before. It jostled my head enough that I registered my shutdown dialog.

      [System overload imminent. Hibernate until help arrives?] 0/1

      Yes. One.

      [Goodnight, Roy]

      Goodnight, Rusty.

      >

      >

      >

      [Help has arrived. Restoring function. File archived.]

      Pity laced Althea’s voice. “Roy, is that you?”

      “Hard to say,” I managed, bringing one hand up to cover my naked skull. With no lips, it was hard to say quite a few things.

      Her gaze softened. “Wild night?”

      “Nhn.” I sat up, taking in my surroundings. We were in another alleyway much like the one I was accosted in. I turned on my geolocation for a moment. I was a full half mile closer to my office. The greasy streaks on the pavement confirmed I’d been dragged, not carried. “Thanks. I can ralk fron here.”

      Althea nodded and backed away as I rose. She followed me the rest of the way to the office, then closed the door behind both of us.

      I pointed in the direction of the right closet, and she fetched a matte grey box about sixty centimeters by forty. The repair kit had a spare face I could wear until I booked an appointment with a mechanic to realign all the fine muscles. I bought faces in pairs for this very reason. I’d look like I’d just had venom injections for a day or two, but it was better than looking like a motherboard had vomited on me.

      “Do you need me to go?” Althea asked softly.

      “I don’t. But I don’t need you to stay, either. You’re off the clock.”

      “I don’t mind, really. The streets aren’t exactly safe this late, as you can attest.” She shuddered. “It’s just… I know it has to be embarrassing for you, to be seen like that.”

      “How many people have seen you without your skin on?” I tried out a stiff smile, then gingerly crossed the room to test which pistons and tendon ribbons might need reattaching after the strain.

      She cast me a wink when I glanced back. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

      “I could say the same for you, Jessica JackRabbit.”

      She stilled, the warmth in her gaze evaporating. I was right, then. I found myself wishing I weren’t, that there was some mistake. I sank into my chair, slipping the shoes off my feet so I could dock them into the charging station. I could use the energy.

      Moisture collected in her eyes, and she blinked it away. Althea pulled a clay coffee mug from her handbag then set it on my desk. “I told you I’d help you fix what was wrong with your office. This is the best I can do for now.” She pressed her lips together, then slid the closed notebook into the paper tray before turning away.

      “Goodbye already?” I asked, half-rising before deciding the better of it. I sat again. “So, you popped him, and now it’s time to run? Was that the plan, or the improvisation?”

      Her voice sounded dead. Though her back was turned to me, emotion crackled through her body like an errant power surge. “The plan.”

      “I suppose, with him being your brother, that had to be hard for you.” There wasn’t much else I could say.

      Her jaw tensed. “He wasn’t. That man was the copy.”

      “But he was still a man,” I suggested.

      She nodded, taking a step toward the door. “A dangerous one.”

      Says the woman who was probably raised by a maid bot and backhanded by a man her whole life. I wanted to stop her, to sit down at the bar for one last chat. It wasn’t every day I had company to darken my door and weigh on my heart. It wasn’t every day I had such a puzzle to solve.

      “One more thing.” She glanced back at me, one hand already upon the door handle. “What tipped you off?”

      I considered my words carefully before deciding to lie. “Your sole mistake was that, when you looked at me and saw a person, you couldn’t help but eventually see me as a human person. You resisted valiantly at first, but without the glaring reminder of my scar showing the real me, you happily forgot what I was.”

      “So, I treated you like a human.” Her fist clenched below her chin. “That doesn’t exactly tell me where I went wrong.”

      “Humans signal trustworthiness to other humans by demonstrating acts of care.” I spread my palms on my desk. A thin layer of dust had already settled on it, ready to be collected and returned to the shelves and blinds. “You rushed to me in my time of pain, dragged me from the alley, stayed with me in my humiliation. If I were human, those would have built rapport.”

      “I see.” Althea had a distant look in her eyes. “What did they build instead?”

      “Suspicion. You should have been at home. It’s after curfew, and as you pointed out, the streets aren’t safe. Your presence tonight was wrong. You were a body out of place. A human would’ve had too much gratitude to notice.”

      Shame tipped her face downward. “And I suppose the human thing to do would be to use this opportunity to come clean, hopefully enlisting your trust via confession?”

      I shook my head. “I doubt you’d earn it so easily. But it will make you feel better, and I would like to understand.”

      She stared at me as if looking for a soul behind my eyes. She wouldn’t find one. My power supply didn’t have the extra slot.

      “I wanted out. A lifetime of corporate espionage behind and before me, combined with the recent threats on Heydin’s life, accelerated my plans. You were the perfect scapegoat to cover our exit, especially since the emigration androids I need to fool are modified Kosmos Royales.”

      “You’re leaving this place to work for SynthCorp?” I blinked once extra. “Talk about a massive cut.”

      “Demotion, sure, but it’s out of the reach of competition-hungry factions. It’s quiet, Roy. I’m not sure if you can understand the appeal, but I don’t want to be at war anymore. My neck aches from glancing over my shoulder.”

      I rubbed my own to show I did, indeed, comprehend. “I’ll give you that, but I’m still confused as to why you’d go for mass-market synthetics.”

      “That was Heydin’s idea.” The hint of a smile played across her lips. “He’s got ideas to develop and sell, so a planet-wide operation would be almost the size of his dreams.”

      Pieces started clicking into place in my mind. “If you’re escaping together, the bots will recognize you faster.”

      “Precisely. It took you nearly a solar cycle, having seen both of us slightly separated, before suspicion made you do a face-check. That’s a window of margin I can play with. Hopefully, it’ll take the syndicate a day or two to figure out I axed the copy and took the original with me offworld. There, the trail will run cold.”

      “Careful what you tell me.” I held up a finger in caution. “You’re not a client, so I’d have to report…”

      “Don’t worry. It’s a legal move. The only people I don’t want knowing have no right to know my business. I’m escaping a life of crime, not running into one.” She heaved a sigh, pasted on that same smile she’d walked in here with, then held out her hand to shake mine.

      “It’s been good meeting you, Roy. I wish I could take you with me.”

      I grinned. “I bet you do. Thanks for the mug.”

      “Second in one night. Watch your back, Roy.” With one final glance over her shoulder, she was gone.

      I waited until she had rounded the corner to pick up the mug, “planet’s best boss” emblazoned on the side. It was heavier than I expected.

      The trail will go cold. I wish I could take you with me. Watch your back, Roy.

      His preferred method of covering his tracks is blowing everything sky-high.

      I threw the mug as hard as I could toward the far corner of the room. It exploded midair.

      I dove for the door as the energy burst rocked my office, igniting every mote of dust and blowing the windows out. The papers bearing her name went up in flames.

      The blast propelled me through the splintering wood and into the street. Fire alarms rang out, and dust can bots swarmed on every side. How very like a woman to leave everything ascending to the heavens on a plume of black smoke.

      Shakily, I scrambled to my feet, expecting the dialog box before it even appeared.

      [Traumatic load reaching critical. Wipe offending memories?] 0/1

      Zero meant I’d hold onto this day, with all the good and bad, along with a secret the syndicates would gladly torture me for. One meant I’d lose it all, blink, and go about my existence none the worse for wear.

      Already, today felt like a dream. I had precious few of those.

      You know, I think I’ll hang onto this one for awhile. Archive query. Pull up that motivation tree file. I’ve got a thing or two to learn about myself.

      [Query archived. Opening file.]

      With a smile and a glance over my shoulder, I headed off to the mechanic. It was high time I upgraded my face.

      A ding interrupted my reading before I made a single block.

      [Notice of decease for person of interest: Heydin VanLith, AKA Jameson JackRabbit]

      [Notice of decease for person of interest: Lila VanLith, AKA Jessica JackRabbit]

      Bullshit. Means of demise?

      [Laser bolt to the head at LanTech and explosion at Tin-Eye Investigation Office, respectively]

      I laughed. “Go get that option C, Althea. SynthCorp will never know what hit them.”
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      When a general who has never lost meets an opponent who refuses to lose, something’s got to give.
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      “What the hell is that?” First Sergeant Turan Esfahani asked as the three Asbaran Solutions CASPers came to a halt a kilometer in front of the factory.

      Colonel Armin Shirazi zoomed the optics of his Mk 7 Combat Assault System, Personal, in as far as they would go. The heat reflecting from the surface of the planet made the Tri-V picture dance. “Looks like maybe a large tent or pavilion of some type?”

      “But it’s moving, sir,” Lieutenant James Stevens said. His suit of powered armor was one of the older Mk 6s, which were less capable than the newer Mk 7s. “And what are the black things at the bottom?”

      “I think they’re Tortantulas,” Shirazi said.

      “Shit,” Esfahani said.

      Shirazi didn’t reply, but he privately agreed. The alien mercenaries were like spiders the size of small automobiles, with ten legs and ten eyes that gave them 360 degrees of vision. They also love killing and carnage, and they were definitely not who he’d hoped to face when the assault ships had landed nearby.

      The air conditioning system of Shirazi’s CASPer struggled in the sweltering sun of Tor’kor-4 as the Tortantulas marched forward, and Shirazi knew the troopers alongside him were baking in their Mk 6s.

      The enemy soldiers were indeed carrying a large pavilion, which they set down 30 meters away, then they came to a position of attention. Their Flatar riders—chipmunk-like aliens—also came to attention, and Shirazi sighed. The only thing worse than facing a rush of Tortantulas was facing a Tortantula rush guided by Flatars. Not only did they keep the Tortantulas under control, they also picked off their enemies with their little hypervelocity pistols.

      One of the Tortantula/Flatar combos marched forward, and Shirazi’s translator chimed softly. “The general awaits your presence inside.”

      When all three CASPers stepped forward, the Flatar held up one of its tiny paws. “Only one of you may enter.”

      “I’ve got it,” Shirazi said. The other two mercenaries held their positions, although both grumbled.

      Shirazi approached the pavilion and entered through an opening that easily accommodated his eight-foot-tall mech. The tent was open inside, its only furniture a small table behind which a Veetanho sat, flanked by two more Tortantula/Flatar pairs. A second Veetanho stood behind her and slightly to the side.

      The female alien looked like a giant albino mole who was almost as tall as a fully-grown Human. She had short arms and legs for her long body, and a pair of darkened goggles hid her eyes, even inside the tent.

      “I am General Peepo,” the Veetanho said. “I’m here to accept your surrender.”

      “And if I choose not to surrender?”

      “Then you will lose, and I will allow my Tortantulas to feast on your dead bodies. We both know your contract was to capture the factory, which you have done. You have neither the forces nor the equipment to hold it. I will only offer you the option to surrender once.”

      While Shirazi knew the assessment was accurate, he also knew they wouldn’t get paid if they didn’t hold the factory until their employers arrived the next week, leaving his company broke and stranded dozens of light years from home.

      “You look like you’re about to make a bad decision,” one of the Flatars said. “Before you give your answer, you should know that General Peepo has never lost a battle, and we have your forces greatly outnumbered. If you fight, you will lose.”

      Shirazi looked from the Flatar back to the seated alien. “You’re only going to make this offer once?”

      “That is correct.”

      “Good,” Shirazi said. “Then I won’t have to waste my breath telling you to get fucked.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “What’s the story, sir?” Esfahani asked when Shirazi returned to the group.

      “General Peepo wants us to surrender,” he replied.

      “Wait,” Esfahani said. “You mean the General Peepo? The unbeatable one? That General Peepo?”

      “Little shorter than a person; looks like a rat? Yes, that General Peepo.”

      “Did she offer us good ransom terms?” Stevens asked.

      “I wouldn’t know. I told her to get fucked.”

      “You what? Sir? You told the only undefeated general in the history of the Mercenary Guild to…? Oh, we’re dead…we’re so dead.”

      “She’s only undefeated so far. She has to lose some time.” He shrugged. “Maybe this is that time.” He turned and started walking toward the factory.

      Esfahani turned toward the junior officer. “Just think, sir. If we pull this off, we’ll be famous.” He jogged off after Shirazi.

      “And if we don’t, we’ll be dead,” Stevens muttered. He sighed and then hustled off after the other two mechs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “The bottom line,” Shirazi said, his eyes sweeping the conference room, “is that we have to hold for six days until our employer’s return.”

      “Not sure how that affects us,” Lieutenant Krepka said, standing. The alien Zuul was the leader of an anti-aircraft platoon which Asbaran Solutions had captured in taking the factory. “We’re not part of your unit. There’s no reason for us to be part of your annihilation, too.” He started walking toward the door.

      “True,” Shirazi said. The Zuul looked like a bipedal German Shepherd he’d had once, and he resisted the urge to tell him to sit. “But you failed to complete your contract, and it’s a long way home for your platoon…if you even have transportation arranged.”

      The Zuul stopped and slowly turned around. “No, our employers were supposed to give us a ride home at the end of the contract…but only if we held the factory.” He nodded to another Zuul still sitting in the back. “When they failed to keep you out, we lost our ride home.”

      Shirazi nodded. He’d seen the contracts—they were commonly available—and had known the details. “What if I were to offer you a ride home when we beat Peepo?”

      “I’d say the heat of this planet had gotten to you. No one has ever beaten Peepo.” He cocked his head. “How about if you let my unit go, and we’ll just go surrender to Peepo?”

      “I’d love to let you go, however, Peepo has said anyone who comes out of the gates is going to be shot on sight. You’ll just have to stay here and take your chances surrendering to the Tortantulas when they get here.”

      The Zuul’s shoulders slumped. Tortantulas lived for carnage and were hard to control once they got into a killing frenzy. It was obvious Krepka knew the odds of successfully surrendering to them—if Peepo was even taking surrenders—were less than 50-50. After a moment, Krepka took a breath and squared his shoulders. “What are you offering us?”

      “I’m offering you the same thing my troops are getting—both pay and combat bonuses—if you’ll let me hire you to help defend the factory. I’ll also give you a ride back to Karma Station when we leave next week.” His eyes went to Lieutenant Jukudah, the senior surviving officer of the Zuul infantry forces. “The same offer goes for your forces, as well. I’m going to need every possible trigger puller I can get.”

      “Do you at least have a plan?” Krepka asked. “I mean one that has a chance of working, no matter that the odds of it happening are minimal?”

      “I do, and if you join me, the odds of success double.”

      “A two percent chance of success isn’t much better than one percent,” Krepka noted.

      “I’m in,” Jukudah said. “I’ve seen the Tortantulas in combat before, and if they get in here, they will slaughter everyone. If I’m going to die, at least I’m going to die fighting, and my song will be one of bravery.” He twitched his tail in what might have been a shrug. “A two percent chance is still a chance.”

      Krepka looked at the other Zuul for a moment before nodding once. “Let my song be one of valor, then, too. We will take your offer, Colonel Shirazi. What do you need us to do?”

      Shirazi smiled. “Tell me a little more about how your targeting works.”
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      A flash of light from the setting sun winked from the nearby hilltop.

      “Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Stevens said. “They’re up on that hill. How did you know?”

      Shirazi shrugged. “It’s where I would have put a lookout post, too.”

      “Too bad we don’t have some mortars or artillery,” Esfahani noted.

      Shirazi nodded. “We didn’t think we’d be having to defend the factory, and we couldn’t use them in our assault on it, according to our contract. Our employer wanted us to capture the factory, not destroy it. At least Peepo can’t use them on us, for similar reasons.” It was Esfahani’s turn to nod.

      “Are you all set?” Shirazi asked.

      “Yes, sir, we are,” Stevens said. “Are you sure you won’t let me lead, though? All things considered, I’d rather keep the guy that writes the checks safe. That way, when I make it back, I know that I’ll get paid. And, if I don’t, at least my wife will get my benefits.”

      “No,” Shirazi replied with a single shake of his head. “I am going.”

      Stevens sighed. “We’ll get it done, then, sir.”

      “Good. We’ll only get one chance at this; if Peepo follows her normal routine, they will attack tomorrow. I’m counting on you to keep her out of the complex.”

      “Understood, sir. We’ll keep them out, or we’ll die trying.”

      Shirazi smiled. “Keep them out. The other outcome is not acceptable.” He turned to walk back to where his CASPer waited, and First Sergeant Esfahani fell in alongside him.

      “You think this is going to work?” he asked, keeping his voice low. “Seems like a lot to bet—everyone’s lives, that is—on a trick.”

      Shirazi stopped and looked at his senior enlisted. “If you have a better plan, I’m willing to listen.”

      “No sir, I don’t, but…”

      “My grandfather had Russian advisors that assisted him before first contact, and one of the things they taught him was the power of a well-executed maskirovka.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The doctrine covers a broad range of military deception operations, from camouflage to denial and deception. Basically, it’s all about pretending to do one thing while doing another.”

      “I don’t get it, though. Won’t the observers on the hill notice?”

      Shirazi smiled as he started walking again. “The art of maskirovka is making people see what they expect to see.” They reached his CASPer, and Shirazi turned and winked. “It’ll work. Trust me.”
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      “Doesn’t look like they lost many of their people in the assault on the factory,” Peepo said, lowering her optics.

      “What about the Zuul?” Seetak, her XO, asked. “Does it look they will fight, or are they going to sit it out and hope we don’t slaughter them after we capture the facility?”

      “All their guns and missile systems have been dragged to a back corner of the compound, and all their weapons appear to be arrayed to protect that one corner. Looks like they’re not going to help defend the factory; they’re only defending themselves.”

      “Should be easy then. We have 160 Tortantulas and they have less than 80 Humans in their metal suits. We’ll lose some Torts in the assault, but the rest of the battle after that won’t take long once we’re inside.”

      “We’ll have to send some of the force over the wall,” Peepo said after she put the glasses back up to her eyes. “It looks like they’re stacking a bunch of boxes in front of the gates to keep us from breaking down the doors.” Motion caught her eye, and she moved the optics to follow a group of about ten CASPers sprinting toward the southern wall.

      “The walls are only fifteen feet high; the Tortantulas can easily go over them.”

      “So can their CASPers,” Peepo said, standing and walking quickly away from their vantage point. “Call up Alpha Company. A number of them are headed this way.”
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      Lieutenant Stevens toggled his jumpjets and soared over the compound’s walls. Another ten CASPers touched down on the other side right behind him. While he didn’t think Peepo would be dumb enough to let herself get caught—or better yet, killed—he knew that sometimes even the best officers got overconfident. If he could get her—one way or the other—his chances of surviving the next week grew exponentially.

      And if he could at least keep the enemy’s attention on his squad—and not the squad sneaking out the back of the complex while he attacked—it would all be worthwhile, no matter how many men he lost.

      Stevens crested the hill, still in a full sprint, but then had to use his jets to kill his momentum. A carpet of black raced toward him from the enemy camp half a kilometer away, spreading to go around the two Veetanho and their bodyguards scurrying away from him.

      He lined up a quick shot with the MAC—the magnetic accelerator cannon—on his right arm, but one of the Tortantulas racing toward him intercepted the shot, and the Mach 4 projectile ripped through the length of the alien, killing the giant spider but in no way harming the rat-like general.

      The other CASPers drew up alongside him and began firing at Peepo as well, but she was swallowed up by the mass of Tortantulas, and none of them were able to get a shot at her. He picked out another Tortantula and fired, dropping it, then the Flatar riders began firing their hypervelocity pistols and mounted heavy lasers. Although the hypervelocity rounds were small—as befit the Flatars’ diminutive stature—they came in at Mach five and were able to breach the CASPers’ armor. The lasers were harder to aim as the Tortantulas raced forward, but they were even deadlier to the men in their metal suits.

      “Shit! I’m hit!” Private Hashemi exclaimed as the right arm of his icon went red in Stevens’ Tri-V display.

      “We’re never going to catch her,” Stevens said. “Back to the factory!”

      The CASPers turned and fled, tapping their jumpjets periodically to maneuver in three dimensions and make themselves harder targets. The Tortantulas stopped as they crested the hill and the rest of the Asbaran Solutions troopers took them under fire from the compound’s walls.
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      Peepo looked down into the factory complex from the hill the next morning.

      “What do you see?” Seetak asked.

      “Everything is largely the same as yesterday,” Peepo replied. “The Zuul guns and anti-aircraft systems are still located in the back portion.”

      “But we are still going to target them?”

      “Of course. I don’t want the Zuul to get any last minute ideas about their survival and change their minds about helping the Humans.”

      “I understand about destroying the guns, but why bother with the anti-aircraft missile systems?” Seetak asked. “They need a target to fire, so they can’t be used in a ground-to-ground mode. Couldn’t we capture them and re-sell them for extra credits?”

      “Never leave a weapon for an enemy to use against you.” Peepo surveyed the complex. The Humans on the wall probably thought they were ready to receive the assault. They weren’t. Nothing Peepo had found in the Mercenary Guild archives indicated that Asbaran Solutions had ever been on the receiving end of a Tortantula charge. Even hardened troops who had experienced Tortantula assaults before weren’t ready for them. You never could be.

      She swept her optics back to where her troops marshaled in a low swale, just out of sight from the Humans. The Tortantula/Flatar teams were experienced combat troops, and the Flatars were keeping the Tortantulas under control, as well as she could expect, anyway. Some jostling for position was going on, but that was normal for the giant spiders pre-combat.

      Peepo nodded as she surveyed the battlefield. The drones, laser designate teams, and snipers were all in place, and everything was set. She didn’t expect to need them—she had the Humans outnumbered by more than two-to-one with Tortantulas, alone—but she hadn’t become the only undefeated general in Veetanho history by underestimating the enemy. There was no kill like a good overkill, and she didn’t get paid if she destroyed the factory, so she was taking nothing for granted.

      “Peepo to all commands,” she sent via her pinplants. “Begin the assault.”

      The Tortantulas surged forward out of the swale and raced forward. They had to travel 2.5 kilometers. At speeds of up to eighty kilometers an hour, the assault would reach the walls in less than two minutes.

      From behind a nearby small hill, a fleet of drones launched as a number of Blevins worked their way to the top of the hill. The lizard-like humanoids were expert snipers, and while half of them were working to reduce the number of CASPers on the walls, others were providing laser designates for the laser-guided weapons on the drones as they sped toward the factory.

      Black movement caught her eye, and she readjusted her optics. Black and gray shapes were joining the silver ones on the walls. The Zuul had gone over to the Humans’ side, and they had been hiding to avoid disclosing the fact too soon.

      It was a nice ploy by the Human commander, but it ultimately wouldn’t matter.

      She caught additional motion from the back of the complex as the anti-aircraft systems spun up, and she vowed that not a single Zuul would leave the planet alive. Not because the drones mattered—they didn’t—but because she’d spent a lot of credits on them and losing them would be an annoyance.

      Missiles began launching from the anti-aircraft systems, knocking her drones out of the sky before they could acquire their targets. The drones were already within weapons range when they launched, though, and the anti-aircraft systems didn’t have time to kill them all before they could launch their weapons.

      The drones fired. The first missile hit where the Zuul guns were grouped and detonated. As the smoke cleared, she could see they’d all been blown apart and sent hurtling in every direction…almost as if they weren’t made of the metal they should have been. But if those weren’t the Zuul guns…where had they gone?

      Peepo waited for a second missile to hit and confirm her guess, but the drone missiles began spiraling off as their laser guidance systems broke lock on their targets.

      A quick glance showed the laser designate teams were taking hits; it looked like half of them—as well as a number of the sniper teams—had been killed somehow. But to have that kind of accuracy meant…

      Peepo whipped her optics back to the main factory building. Against the terms of the Humans’ contract, they’d fortified the roof! There, on top of the factory, were several sniper teams, firing down on her teams. “Snipers on the factory roof. All drones and snipers, take them out!” She couldn’t use heavy weapons to take them out but hopefully her sniper teams could at least keep them occupied.

      She took a second glance at the factory roof to find two of the snipers pointing rifles in her direction. Peepo flung herself to the side, and a MAC round slammed into the ground where she’d been lying. She quickly threw herself down behind the crest of the hill and spun to warn Seetak.

      Too late. Her XO was on her back with a hole in her chest. The Humans will pay for that!

      She started to call up a drone so she could oversee the battle. The snipers and the Zuul were nasty surprises, but ultimately, they would mean little. The main force of Tortantulas was over halfway to the factory, and they would make short work of the defenders.

      A cloud of dust caught her eye, coming from the south. There wasn’t supposed to be anything of value to the south. She zoomed in—ten CASPers were coming toward her!
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      Stevens looked with horror as the mass of Tortantulas charged out of the low-lying area. Nothing that large should be able to move that fast! The ground shook, even though they were still two kilometers away, and it took all of his self-control to keep from pissing in his suit. It looked like a black wave, which would consume everything in its path. If Peepo had forces like this under her command, he could see why she’d never been defeated.

      “Uh, sir…” Esfahani said from his side.

      Stevens snapped out of his reverie, almost as if the senior enlisted had struck him. “Fire!” he called over the tacnet. “Zuul to the walls! Go hot with all anti-aircraft systems! Snipers, go live!”

      The Zuul began pouring up the ramp from where they’d been hiding in the lee of the wall and opened firing ports at ground level that had been cut out of the wall the night before. Between building mock-ups for the Zuul guns and making the new ports, most of the troops had been up all night. Any lethargy they might still have felt, however, evaporated in the adrenaline charge of seeing the incoming Tortantulas, and the CASPers and Zuul began firing at the enemy, while the anti-aircraft systems knocked down the incoming drones.

      Stevens fired the MAC on his arm and triggered the entire rocket pod on his shoulder. The little missiles raced out and exploded on the leading edge of the assault force. A number of other troopers also sent missiles into the advance. They detonated, killing a few of the Tortantulas and knocking a few others over, but generally didn’t do a whole lot to stem the Tortantula advance. The massive spiders flowed around their downed comrades—and in some cases over them—and continued toward the Humans.

      He fired as fast as he could, but it was easily apparent to see—they weren’t going to stop the assault.
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      “There she is!” Colonel Shirazi said as he led the squad toward the hill where Peepo had been spying on the factory complex the day before. In looking at everything he could find out about her, she had seemed to be a creature of habit. She didn’t win by tremendously inventive strategies; her genius was in the application of sound military strategies along the lines of those espoused by Human theorists like Clausewitz and Sun Tzu.

      Peepo had an intuitive ability to determine her enemy’s center of gravity—its source of power—and she would take it away from them, hitting them where they were weakest or matching whichever of her forces were strongest against the forces she faced. Her ability to apply asymmetric force was unsurpassed. Rarely did she do a head-on attack—like she was currently undertaking—except when she was sure she could push the assault through with overwhelming numbers.

      Shirazi doubted she’d miscalculated this time, either; he expected the Tortantula charge would steamroll the factory complex and doubted the fifteen-foot-high walls would be much of a challenge to them. If he were to end this and ensure the survival of his troops, he had to catch Peepo…hopefully without killing her.

      He toggled his jumpjets, trying to eke out every bit of speed possible from his suit, but saw she’d noticed his force. Peepo jumped onto one of the waiting Tortantulas and raced off toward her camp. The other nine Tortantulas who had been standing around charged toward Shirazi.

      “Do you want to go after her, sir?” Staff Sergeant Pandar asked as they continued toward the Tortantulas.

      Shirazi desperately wanted to go after her, but he didn’t want to leave the squad to fight the enemy troopers heading toward them. “No; we’ll fight them, then go after her.” He fired his laser, but the round bounced off the frontal armor of the Tortantula he’d targeted. He triggered his jumpjets again and fired the heavy MAC on his shoulder into the relatively unprotected back portion of a massive spider, ripping several holes through it, then targeted a Flatar riding another. The little alien was a harder target to hit, but the results were spectacular—it flew from the saddle in two pieces. He also realized the Flatars where the only ones firing at them.

      “Target the Flatar if you see them!” Shirazi ordered. Without the Flatars, he wouldn’t have to worry about being shot in the back.

      Within seconds, the Flatar riders had been eliminated—and two more of the Tortantulas—at the cost of two of his men. The remaining eight troopers jumped over the Tortantulas with Shirazi and continued after Peepo.
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      Peepo looked over her shoulder as the CASPers vaulted over the Tortantulas. There didn’t appear to be quite as many as before, but it was hard to tell. Based on the way the Tortantulas reacted—some continued to chase the CASPers, while others fell to fighting each other—it was apparent the Humans had shot the Flatars. If you broke the Tortantula/Flatar bond, a Tortantula often went crazy and had to be put down.

      Without aid, they would catch her, which would be…sub-optimal. Unfortunately, while there were some staff still remaining at the camp, all the combat forces were in the field for the assault and were engaged—except for the reserve force. She made a call.
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      Stevens shook his head. Lasers bounced off the front of the Tortantulas, as did the majority of MAC rounds. Sometimes—if a round hit them right—it would stop them momentarily, and sometimes break one of their legs, but it didn’t stop them; they continued on again with a limp. The Flatars on their backs were close enough to begin hosing the walls with laser fire, and the ones with those damn pistols were firing them to great effect. How you hit something while charging on the back of a giant spider was beyond him, but somehow, they were doing it. He’d already lost ten percent of the forces under him, and the damned spiders were still a kilometer out!

      Nothing they’d done had caused the spiders to pause—if anything, they’d increased their pace in the face of the combined Zuul/Human fire—but he still had one ace in the hole left to play.

      “Open the doors!” he transmitted. The main doors swung apart. “Fire!”

      While he’d been charging Peepo the day before, the Zuul had substituted two of their anti-aircraft guns for the debris they had stacked at the gate and built a box around it so it would look like what had previously blocked the doors. They had built mock-ups in the spot where the guns had originally been positioned, held together by duct tape and Galactic Union micro-bonding glue. Their construction was now in about a million pieces, courtesy of the enemy’s laser-guided munitions, but they had served their purpose—getting the Tortantulas to charge into the real guns.

      Each weapon was a four-barreled heavy MAC, which fired an almost constant stream of projectiles. Better yet, unlike the missile systems, which needed a target in order to fire, the guns could be fired in line-of-sight mode with optical targeting. And, best of all, as he could see as the weapons roared in a buzz saw-like fashion, while the MACs attached to his company’s CASPers couldn’t put a Tortantula down, the anti-aircraft weapons could.

      Bzzzt! Bzzzt! Bzzzt!

      The guns cut down the leading row of Tortantulas, and then the row after that, and the row after that. Then they went dry. Although they’d killed or disabled forty or more of the Tortantulas—and most of the riders they’d had—he could see that only made the others run harder. The Tortantulas would be to the wall before the guns could be reloaded and made ready to fire again.
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      Peepo turned the Tortantula she was riding away from the command tent, and Shirazi looked up to see a new force headed his way—two companies of Besquith—behind which Peepo was obviously running to hide. The aliens looked like werewolves who’d been fed steroids from birth—and given a mouthful of shark’s teeth—and they were armed to the teeth.

      Shirazi stopped and shook his head. Eighty of the wolves and only nine Humans remaining. His CASPers were good, but no one was that good. “Radar reflectors up!” he commed.

      Two of his troopers pulled poles off the backs of their mechs, jammed them into the ground, and spread the metal reflectors out to face back toward the factory.

      Shirazi nodded. “Everyone back!” he ordered.

      The troopers bounced backward two hundred meters on their jumpjets and took up defensive positions. The Besquith continued to rush toward the Humans, but slowed as they approached the metal poles, obviously suspecting some sort of trap.

      “Fire!” Shirazi commed, and the troopers began picking off the Besquith with their MACs.

      One of the Besquith roared, and the force charged again.

      “Now’s your chance, Krepka!” Shirazi transmitted. “All batteries launch, now!”

      Shirazi could see Peepo race toward the Besquith, gesturing and shouting—she obviously realized it for the trap it was—but the enraged Besquith smelled blood and couldn’t be stopped. The main group of the aliens were passing the reflectors as the missiles arrived.

      In addition to the missiles the Zuul had for knocking down smaller, more agile targets—like drones—they also had some ship killers for if they had a chance to knock down dropships or incoming transports. The problem was they needed a target to launch—one which Shirazi had given them by installing the radar reflectors.

      Three of the massive missiles hit and detonated in the mass of Besquith; a fourth flew past harmlessly since the reflectors had been destroyed by the first three. It wasn’t necessary; the earlier missiles had leveled the Besquith force with their enormous blasts.

      But the Besquith were tough, and the explosions and shrapnel hadn’t killed them all, Shirazi saw. Many were moving, and two were already climbing—unsteadily—back to their feet.

      “Charge!” he yelled.
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      One of the anti-aircraft guns reloaded before the Tortantulas made it to the factory complex, and it blazed away at the monsters racing toward it, scything through them, then the wave of Tortantulas hit, overturning the other gun as they ran past it to take out the operational weapon.

      It was too late to close the gates, Stevens realized; the Tortantulas were inside the walls. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway, he saw, as the other spiders climbed the walls. “Back!” he yelled. He extended the meter-long sword blade on his right arm as he jumped from the wall.

      He landed on the Flatar below him, squashing it into its saddle, but the Tortantula absorbed the blow without buckling its legs. The giant spider couldn’t shrug off the sword blade through its skull, however, and after a couple of seconds, it collapsed.

      Several Tortantulas had been killed in the entryway, effectively blocking it, but the gigantic creatures came over the walls in droves. Checking to see the Zuul had made it out—the ones who hadn’t wouldn’t be going anywhere—he began backpedaling away from the walls, firing as he went. Several other CASPers joined him in the main thoroughfare as the Flatar organized a group to charge them.

      Stevens checked his rear Tri-V display as he continued to fire. He was almost—there! Four barrels poked out of the garage behind him.

      “Jump!” he yelled as the Tortantulas charged.

      The CASPers went airborne, unmasking the last anti-aircraft gun, and it blazed away, cutting down the first several ranks of charging Tortantulas, but then it was overwhelmed.

      Stevens landed near the back wall of the facility with the remaining survivors as the Tortantulas gathered for the final rush. He was out of surprises for the black horde of aliens; it was last-stand time.
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      Shirazi ran through the Besquith, knocking them to the side but not bothering to kill any more of them. They were beaten, and he knew from listening to the comms chatter that the Tortantulas were inside the factory complex. He had to get to Peepo now!

      He punched his jumpjets and a yellow light illuminated—he was almost out of the jump juice that the rocket boots ran on. He watched the gauge at the same time he kept an eye on Peepo. The general turned the Tortantula to flee, but he went past her, spun, and landed in front of the massive alien before it could race off. His remaining troopers touched down, encircling the monstrous spider.

      “Give it up, Peepo,” Shirazi said over his external speakers. “Call off the attack.”

      “Why would I do that?” she asked. “Especially since I’ve won. We have captured the complex. You Humans are beaten.”

      “Your forces may be inside the complex, but if you don’t call them off, right now, I will kill you where you stand.”

      The Tortantula skittered to the side, looking for a way out, and Shirazi could see it bunch its legs in preparation to leap at him.

      Shirazi cycled power to his MAC, so that the aliens could hear the powering up noise as it came back online again. “If your Tortantula jumps, my men will kill both it and you. What’s it going to be, Peepo?”

      “If you kill me, there will be no escaping the revenge of my troops when they return. They still outnumber you and will kill you in return.”

      “That may be, but you won’t be around to see it.” Shirazi relaxed his arm, allowing the laser to fall to his side. “What if there were another way?”

      

      Epilogue

      The Human and Zuul forces marched out of the factory complex under the eyes and loaded weapons of the Tortantulas, Flatars, and Besquith, and they walked the half kilometer out to where Peepo, Shirazi, and his eight soldiers waited.

      “I don’t get it,” Stevens said when they’d reached the other group. “Why did you order us to surrender?”

      “Because I found another solution. Peepo’s contract was to assault and take the factory from us. She successfully completed her contract when you surrendered it to her.”

      “So we lost?”

      “Well, no. I hired Peepo to capture the factory back,” Shirazi said as the Tortantulas, Flatar, and Besquith began leaving the factory complex. Peepo went to join her forces. “Her contract didn’t say that she had to defend it from us; it only said she had to hold it against any other group that tried to take it away from her. Her employers just assumed the Besquith and Tortantulas would eat us all in their assault; they didn’t expect us to be around afterward.” Shirazi shrugged. “When faced with the loss of her life, Peepo chose to interpret her contract somewhat liberally and signed on with us to take the factory back.”

      “So we won?”

      “Well, no.”

      Shirazi could hear the frustration in Stevens’ voice. “I don’t get it then, sir. What just happened?”

      “We decided to call it a draw.”
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      Out of an original crew of two hundred and forty-seven people, eight of us remained in a metallic prison cell with no visible exits.

      Personally, I could have done without the automated apology messages.

      “We did not understand before, and we regret what happened.” A robotic voice repeated this overhead in English, Mandarin, Spanish, and Russian about once an hour. “Our defenses misidentified your ship as a threat, and there was no response when we attempted to communicate. Your leadership attacked us first, and we were forced to respond. Can you understand this? Can you forgive it for the sake of negotiating your own survivals?”

      Everyone fell silent.

      The last person to break had been my best friend since we were eight years old. Elise was also Captain McMinn’s daughter, and she believed her father had been killed trying to protect us. We’d heard so many broken variations of the aliens admitting it that I’d lost track. Based on the message’s evolving complexity and how we responded to it, they were learning faster about us than we were about them.

      Midway through one of the translations, Elise had screamed and began futilely pounding on the walls. I couldn’t calm her down, and she’d shoved me away with an uncharacteristic degree of fury and cursing. Her boyfriend Chase and my fiancé Anjir both tried, too, but she no longer recognized any of us. Seconds later, the cell had filled with a cloud of white smoke. By the time the rest of us regained consciousness, she’d vanished.

      We all panicked, Chase especially, but our anger and terror began to dissipate without our control. An hour later, we were calm again. This wasn’t training. It wasn’t shock. It wasn’t exhaustion or some side-effect of being ripped out of cryo improperly. Other people we cared about had been captured and removed in a similar fashion since I’d been there. I should have at least known their names and something about them, too.

      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t even recall their faces anymore.

      I had a dried scab on the side of my forehead where I’d fallen, and my right elbow and wrist were swollen and throbbed in pain. My arm wasn’t broken—yet—but I remained seated in case they decided to knock us out again.

      “We did not understand before…” The entire message repeated without any noticeable changes, even though maybe two minutes had passed since the last round. My guess was the aliens wanted to manipulate our sense of time, too—maintaining a constant I’d almost trusted before they pulled the rug out beneath us.

      After it finally cycled again, Anjir got my attention and handed me what I thought was a raw potato. “You were still out when they dropped these. The inside is edible, and nobody has gotten sick from them.” I shook my head, but he frowned and insisted until I took it. “If they wanted to poison us, Kass, they would have already done it by now.”

      “Don’t give them any ideas,” I replied. He forced a smile and slid closer to me. “I might need some help.” His smile faded when he noticed my arm. “I’m okay—relatively speaking. We have bigger problems.”

      Despite the alien vegetable’s bland appearance, it tasted sugary…almost like oranges and crème. It was bizarre, like being given candy in the middle of a torture session. Maybe the aliens had no idea how the things tasted to us, or maybe it was a part of some larger strategy.

      Based on the creatures that had captured me, I wondered if they even had mouths—much less taste buds.

      Water came in the form of ice, but they never dispensed it in a predictable interval or location. That left us scrambling to scoop up marble-sized pellets with our hands—hand, in my case—before they melted through the floor. Anjir and Chase tried to help me there, too, though Chase seemed distracted and kept looking around as if he was missing something. He was probably worried sick about—oh, I’d known his girlfriend for about as long as I’d known him, but I struggled to think of her name. I felt drained mentally, and the pain in my arm kept stealing my focus whenever I forgot and tried to move it.

      Elise. Elise McMinn. Eleven years of friendship, practically like a sister growing up, and it had all almost slipped away as if she’d meant nothing to me. She’d been right there with us, and now she was gone. We’d lost her, and we weren’t doing anything about it.

      What the hell was wrong with us?

      The other remaining prisoners were the Pérez family, and they were staying huddled together in a corner about four feet from us. Maria and Jake were atmospheric researchers who worked with my parents on occasion, and they had three young children—two boys and a girl. They were trying to keep the kids quiet, but they were terrified.

      We all were, when we remembered to be.

      The cell’s temperature and humidity kept shifting, too, as if a child was playing with the environmental controls. I felt as if I was sweating more than the ice replaced, and I resented how increasingly desperate and relieved I felt each time we heard more about to drop.

      I also had to fight not to scream whenever that damn message repeated again.

      Chase said something to the Pérezes in Spanish and then made his way over to Anjir and me. “Anything from your mind games classes useful for shit like this?”

      Anjir shook his head. “I’m still trying to figure out their rules. They’re using conditioning patterns on us and then breaking them at almost every angle they can—keeping us distracted and irritated. Even being aware of it, I don’t know a good way around it. Starving ourselves or refusing to stay hydrated will just break us down faster psychologically. I think they have us cornered, but they want our forgiveness for it? I don’t get that at all…”

      I glanced up at the ceiling and shuddered, wondering if they now understood every word we said. “We’re giving them more intel the longer we’re alive—whether we mean to or not. Maybe they’re just as clueless on what to do about us as we would be if they showed up on our doorstep by accident.”

      “Tables-turned, I doubt we’d be much better—especially if they attacked us first like they’re claiming we did,” Chase said. “I saw what happened when they got you, Kass—had my own share of land shark problems, or I’d have backed you up. You okay?”

      I’d woken up from cryo with one of the aliens carrying me over its shoulder. Groggy and believing I was in some weird nightmare, I’d jabbed it in a set of flapped vents running along its spine. It had worked—sort of. My hand got pinned as it collapsed to the floor, and everything in my arm twisted wrong as it rolled. I’d screamed. It had blasted a series of rapid calls using its back, sounding like someone slamming an out-of-tune pipe organ over and over again. That brought an army of its friends to us within seconds.

      Even though our cell’s entrance was sealed where we couldn’t see the seams, I remembered it was in the ceiling. That fall had knocked the wind out of me worse than the earlier one.

      “I’ve been worse, I guess,” I replied. Chase gave an amused nod, but his eyes were sad. “What about you?”

      “Just before they let me join the party, a couple of their bouncers injected me with this.” He pushed up his cryo uniform sleeve to reveal a small bullseye-shaped wound on his forearm. “I don’t know if this is causing it or not, but I feel off—like pushing simulator time for too long and then trying to walk normal before you readjust. If I turn full space zombie, I’d rather not take the rest of you out with me. Jake Pérez said he’ll help if it comes down to…you know. I forgive you both in advance. It technically wouldn’t even be me anymore, so don’t feel too horrible about it.”

      Anjir’s shoulders slumped. “I’m in the same boat—other than I won’t be able to catch anybody if you move fast enough.” He showed us a similar quarter-sized wound on his leg. Just above it, his fibula bone was broken and nearly protruding from his calf. “This hurts like hell, but I still think it’s dulled down compared to what it should be. I thought maybe the implant was some sort of time-released painkiller or sedative to make us docile, or I’d have said something earlier. I keep forgetting that it’s there, too…” He reached out for my good hand and squeezed it. I squeezed his back. “If we both lose it around the same time, I don’t know if Kass, Jake, and Maria will be enough to hold—”

      “Guys…” I slowly rotated my injured wrist. The swelling had made the bullseye’s ring fainter and closer to the diameter of a drink coaster, and the area surrounding the center implant appeared more bruised and infected than either of theirs. “Do the Pérezes have them, too?”

      “No, but they didn’t exactly present themselves as threats when they were captured.” Chase looked behind him and then back at us. “Jake and Maria against all three of us? Their little kids having to see that before we…there’s no way I’m going out like that. Either we’re getting out of here somehow, or I’ll take my chances with whatever comes next. Elise is gone, and I should have done more to stop her. I just didn’t want to hurt her, and I didn’t know those things would take her away like that…” He shook his head at the floor. “I loved her, but she’s still fading on me. I don’t want to wait around until the rest of you do, too.”

      “From all the damage I saw, the main ship is done.” Anjir tried to keep his voice down, but the cell had an echo to it. “If we can get out of here and back to it, one of the survey hoppers might be enough to get the Pérezes clear. Then we’ll have some options on what we do next. We might be the only survivors they took, or they’re keeping us divided into manageable-sized groups. I don’t know what I’d rather believe right now.”

      Both my parents had been on board The Vestigo with us—Anjir’s dad and his younger sister, too—but they had been in another cryo section farther away from the bridge. Given they should have been in stasis for the entire trip and not part of the active crew rotation, I still had a small hope that they had survived.

      Chase had been orphaned at seven years old and placed with our colony training program by the state about a year later. Whenever we weren’t living at the academy campus, he’d stayed with Anjir and his family. Given their personalities were almost polar opposites, they alternated between irritating the hell out of each other and having each other’s backs—like brothers. When Anjir and I had started dating, it brought Chase and Elise into seeing each other more, too. They hit it off so well I almost thought they’d get married before Anjir and I did. It was just Captain McMinn didn’t want Elise to rush into any relationship before—

      The message repeated overhead again, making me cringe. One of the kids started bawling, and Jake and Maria couldn’t get her to settle.

      I stood, willing to become a bigger distraction to prevent her from being taken, but a wave of pain shot through my arm and cause me to buckle to the floor. It was originating from my implant, almost like a burning sensation. I exchanged glances with Anjir and Chase. They felt it in theirs, too.

      Chase’s expression hardened, and he addressed the ceiling. “All right, you shovel-headed assholes! I’ve already had to piss for like the past five hours!” His voice was shaking, but it came out taunting as he backed away from Anjir and me. “If I use this empty corner, can you make it magically disappear, too? Everybody, look away. These bastards might vaporize me out of sheer jealousy.”

      The pain in my arm subsided—and not just from the wound. All my physical pain had stopped, or at least the mental signals of it. Chase had at least gotten their attention.

      “He’s going to get himself killed, Kass—or worse, if this is all about experimenting on us,” Anjir mumbled and then pinched the bridge of his nose. “We needed a plan, Chase, not this.”

      “I don’t see you two geniuses coming up with anything better!” He gave a crazed laugh and addressed the ceiling again. “You want to negotiate, you overgrown cockroaches? How about my life in exchange for releasing Mr. and Mrs. Valedictorian and the little family here? They’re good people, and I’ll be much more fun to continue torturing in your fancy metal box. You’re getting the bargain as far as I’m concerned.” The message resumed where it had left off, and Chase shrugged when nothing else happened. His tone was calm again. “Worth a shot—and now we know how their liquid waste disposal works. That’s progress, right? You’re testing out number two, Psych Boy. I’m not risking getting trapped waist-deep in the floor.”

      “You’re insane—and I don’t think it’s from anything they’ve done to you,” Anjir replied to him in disbelief. Chase took it as a compliment, which just made Anjir more pissed off. “Offering to give yourself up to whatever the hell they’re doing doesn’t mean they’d actually honor anything with the rest of us! Even if they did, you think Kass and I want to lose you, too? Elise—”

      “You’d all go on to lead boring lives on the colony without me—like you almost did, anyway,” Chase interrupted. “You like having me around, or you’d never have risked your perfect reputation to help me. I’d be stuck back on Earth right now—still missing Elise and sulking that I wasn’t in the worst damn wedding rehearsal venue ever!” He shouted at the ceiling again and then patted Anjir on the shoulder. “Look, man, they probably don’t understand what we’re saying or give a shit if they do. I just wanted you both to know that if I could save you right now—or even buy you some more time together—I would. Thanks for what you did for me, even though it didn’t work out. I mean that.”

      The room began to fill with smoke again. I scrambled to my feet, pain shooting through my arm as I pushed myself up.

      “No! Please, don’t take him! He didn’t mean—”

      “Kass, don’t!” Anjir panicked and tried to grab me, but we were both too late.
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      I startled awake in the brig of The Vestigo—or at least a similar class of ship. A tightly-printed cast encased my injured arm from my hand to my elbow, but my fingers had full movement without any pain. My good wrist was cuffed and chained to a wall, even though I was alone.

      “Hello?” I wasn’t sure if anyone would answer. The lighting had been dimmed to a faint red usually reversed for when the room wasn’t being occupied. “Is anybody there?”

      “Kassie?” It sounded as if Chase was right next to me, but he wasn’t physically there. “It’s me—Chase. Chase Martinez. Do you still remember me?”

      “You’re not exactly easy to forget,” I replied, wondering if he was using the room’s comm system and that the speakers were hidden. “Is Anjir with you? I don’t know how we got here. The last thing I remember was the metal cell. It feels like we were just there a few minutes ago, but I guess it’s been longer. We got knocked out again for a while, didn’t we?”

      “Yeah…” His tone turned uneasy. “Are you normal—enough to still talk to other people, I mean?”

      “Isn’t that what we’re doing right now?”

      “Considering I look like a fucking chupacabra with my own personal spinal ocarinas, I’ll have to go with no—at least on my end of things. My memories are back, I think, but everything else is so disorienting I’m trying not to puke right now. One, I’m not entirely sure where it would come out from. Two, I don’t want to risk it potentially eating clear through the hull and making things even worse.”

      “That’s not funny, Chase.” Given his track record, there was an eighty-twenty chance he was joking just to prank me. He did things like that to Anjir all the time and had started to get comfortable with doing the same to me. “Not right now.”

      He wasn’t this time, and he let out an out-of-tune blast from the neighboring cell to prove it to me. I shuddered.

      In my head, his voice still sounded normal. “Look, Anjir was trapped in here with me when I turned. He saved me from getting killed by our own people and talked everybody down. McMinn heard him out long enough to put together what happened to us, and some docs came and took Anjir away for surgery. He’ll lose his leg from the knee-down, but they believe they can prevent both of you from ending up like me. Since you’re awake now, they’ll probably run the same option by you about your arm—just wanted your permission first in case they accidentally kill you. They wouldn’t tell us any details, but I think that’s happened with some other people before they found us. Ever since Anjir’s been gone, nobody except for McMinn has talked to me at all—like it’s not worth the effort. It’s still me, Kass. I am not one of them—just look like one. I hope they’re able to help Anjir and you in time.”

      I was about to explain my arm felt fine when my cell’s lighting brightened to a stark white. What I had thought was a cast was an iridescent purple and blue exoskeleton bonded to my skin. The bullseye pattern had extruded out from the original implant injection, but it had also duplicated and hardened into random blue, purple, and grey splotches around my forearm.

      The aliens had that same pattern on their skins.

      “Shit. I wish they’d just done the surgery right after finding us and then explained when I woke up—no offense.”

      “None taken—trust me. I didn’t even have a choice, Kass. It happened so fast with me there was nothing the doctors could do to stop it.”

      There was no give to the material when I tried prying it away—first at my elbow and then at my palm. “I can feel though the surface of it, too—like my nerves have spread into it—”

      “It’s bullet resistant but not bulletproof—for any future reference I hope you won’t need. Still hurts when you get hit, too.” It sounded as if he knew this from experience.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Just kind of pissed off at my choice of words before. Serves me right for making a dick joke at things capable of this, right? I probably wouldn’t have done things much differently, though—not if they were about to do this to a little kid instead. You were about to do something similar to protect her—Anjir, too, if he could have gotten up in time.”

      The scary thing was out of the three of us, Chase had seemed the least injured—just exhausted from everything. “I wonder what triggered it with you before Anjir and me. You—”

      “I’m thinking this shit fills in and replaces where you’re already injured. Your arm. Anjir’s leg. My everything, I guess, by the time they stuck us back into our cryopods and launched us like we were gifts.”

      “Did they beat you or something first—so you’d turn not long after you were found?”

      “I don’t remember anything past what you and Anjir did. Just keep calm and avoid getting hurt, if you can. If I figure anything else out, I’ll let you know. I’m trying not to move right now—hoping this is the worst of it. I’m so tired but afraid to go to sleep. It’s not that I think anybody here would hurt me if I dozed off, but if I get startled or something…they’re all terrified of me now. I would be, too, in the same position. The poor kid who shot me thought I was about to attack Anjir. I’d lost my balance trying to get upright—thinking that would be better than being on all fours like some animal. Every move I make going forward could be misinterpreted as a threat, especially if they start to believe it’s not me in the pilot seat anymore. I’m glad you can hear me for now, but I’m thinking that will probably end once those implants are removed.”

      I was about to ask him how long Anjir had been in surgery when I heard someone unbolt and open my cell’s door. It was Captain McMinn. He looked older than I expected, his hair and beard peppered with grey that hadn’t been there the last time I’d seen him.

      “Are you communicating with—?” he pointed to the wall dividing the cells, and I gave a reluctant nod. “Martinez will likely scare the shit out of half your guest list. You and Anjir might want to consider an alternate—for his safety.”

      “Kass, kindly tell McMinn I’m flipping him off right now, which is actually funnier with having three fingers on each hand instead of four. These thumbs are really weird, too…five segments instead of two—and they’re like those paper party favor horns that roll back up when—”

      “No matter what it looks like, that’s definitely still Chase in there,” I said to McMinn, which caused his expression to sadden. As much as they had always goaded each other in pubic, I think McMinn would have eventually accepted Chase as his future son-in-law—if things had gone right. “Sir, I can’t explain how, but I can hear him—no different than if he was here in the room with us. It doesn’t even feel like anything telepathic to me. More like we’re talking on speakerphone.”

      “We believe that’s related to the implants, and we’ll have the opportunity to test that once Anjir and you have recovered.” McMinn moved with some degree of caution to a bench across from me. With me cuffed, he was out of my turned arm’s reach. “I apologize for all the precautions, Kassie, but you’ve been missing for a long time—almost eight years. I retired and privately commissioned this crew to help search for all of you and Elise. I’ve contacted your parents and explained the situation as best as I can. We’ll have to take this in stages, but they’re eager to see you again. Your younger brothers want to meet you, too.”

      When we’d left Earth, I’d been an only child for nineteen years. It’s not that I was upset my parents were safe or had moved on with their lives—just sad I’d missed out on everything…and had caused them grief if they had believed I’d died.

      This situation ran the possibility of becoming much worse, depending on the outcome.

      “Is everybody else okay?” I was confused by this, too. “What we saw made us believe we might have been the only survivors.”

      “Several people died during the initial attack, which we think put us down to two hundred and thirteen.” McMinn explained. “A few days later, a hundred and eighty of us woke up on the colony believing we’d survived a micrometeoroid accident. Our memories of family members and friends were wiped or altered to explain The Vestigo’s destruction and what we believed had been no casualties. We spent a solid year trying to move forward based on what we thought had happened, but most of us carried this background feeling that something was off—like unexplained grief, and it never went away for me. One day, a conversation made me want to check our original manifest. It had been altered to erase all of you, too, but it still set off some prompt in my brain that brought everything back again. I thought I’d gone insane—and so did everyone else before it started unraveling for some other people, too.”

      That left thirty-three people still missing for eight years—including us.

      “Thirty-four,” Chase corrected me, even though I hadn’t said what I was thinking out loud. “McMinn booted me right before we left, remember? I wouldn’t have been on the official manifest.”

      “Have you found anyone else besides us?” I asked McMinn, trying to avoid letting any old and now irrelevant resentment enter my tone. This wasn’t the time to bring up that he’d been willing to leave Chase behind on Earth over some stupid argument, especially if Elise was still missing.

      “Ten others besides you three, but nobody in a psychological state to give us any answers before they turned. The Pérezes’ sons were both unharmed, but they couldn’t recall much. The rest are still alive, but there comes a tipping point where we can’t communicate or even survive in the same environments. There’s a planet nearby that’s viable for them, and they’re there together—safe and not on any official record for Earth to exploit down the road.” He broke eye contact with me. “We’ll have to take Chase there soon, too, but we’ll try to give you and Anjir as much time as we can to say goodbye. I’m so sorry. You don’t know how much I wish this had been me instead of all of you. This is worse—like you’re all being used as breadcrumbs leading to Elise because of what I did to them.”

      “You think the aliens figured out Elise was your daughter? That this is some sort of revenge?”

      “Other than our all being on the same ship, she had strong connections with everyone they abducted. She babysat for the Pérezes since their kids were babies. You, Chase, and Anjir were her best friends since childhood. Can you remember anyone else in that cell with you? Anjir couldn’t—and relayed that Chase couldn’t either.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I’m feeling better—more clear-headed, at least—but there’s a massive gap between being there and how we ended up here.”

      “I wish we could just let you rest, but we still have to do something about that as soon as Anjir is in the clear.” He pointed to my arm with a mix of awe and disgust. “I want to find Elise safe—human—but after what they’ve already done…could you tell Chase I’m sorry, too? I think he understands when I speak to him directly, but he can’t reply well. We’re working on some tech to help with that. You can’t be his translator forever—not without getting worse yourself.”

      Chase’s tone went sad. “He’s right, Kass—and I’d never ask that of you or Anjir. We’ll figure something else out.”

      I thought for a moment. “If you can trust me with limited access to your systems from here, I think I can help you find Elise faster.” McMinn didn’t hide that he was skeptical, but he didn’t leave, either. “To hide Chase during The Vestigo’s launch, Anjir and I had to memorize the serial numbers of every pod in our section and delete them to create a minor malfunction. It hasn’t been eight years ago from my perspective—more like a few days—and the aliens didn’t take that from me. When Anjir wakes up, we can highlight the right breadcrumbs so you’re not wandering around the area at random anymore. Get me the info for the pods you’ve found so far, and it will narrow things down even more.”

      “Let me think about it.” McMinn replied, and he started for the door. “It’s not that I don’t want to trust you, but we still have no idea how much influence those implants carry. It would just be better to wait until after it’s not an issue. Does that make sense?”

      I nodded. It made perfect sense, but my heart sank. I hoped enough time had passed where Anjir was safe. I had tried to remain calm and timed things out as best as I could, but there was a risk in waiting any longer.

      “Have you had any success slowing down the process once it reaches the center of the body?” I asked. McMinn’s expression turned confused. “You’ll have to take my word for it, but it’s not just my arm. I must have cracked a rib or two when they threw me into their cell—didn’t even register before with my arm being so much worse. I’m feeling it now, though. Amputating my arm won’t be enough to stop this, and I need to give you everything I can still remember. A pen and paper or an unconnected tablet will be fine. That will give you time to think things out and make a decision with what to do with it later. I understand.”

      McMinn looked stunned. Chase’s emotions went so haywire they were starting to affect my heart rate.

      “No…not you, too…those fucking—” he punched the dividing wall between our cells, denting the metal panels towards mine by about half a foot. McMinn and I were nowhere near it as far as being harmed, but McMinn scrambled to put himself between me and the wall—to protect me. Up until that point, I hadn’t realized he was armed.

      He’d also left himself vulnerable if I’d been a threat, too.

      “Sir, it’s still him.” I tried to say it as gently as I could. I’d never seen McMinn like this—terrified but also willing to die for me if Chase’s mind was gone. “It’s still Chase. He’s just upset. I didn’t have time to explain anything before you came in here. He didn’t know. Neither does Anjir. Don’t tell him until he’s safe. Don’t let him change his mind and do something stupid. I love him—and I want to be able to tell him that myself. Okay?”

      McMinn didn’t take his eyes off the dent. “Do you need to be moved from here? There are other—”

      “I’m okay. Chase will be, too. Just don’t hurt him—please.”

      McMinn put away his gun and approached the dent. “Can he hear me through you right now?”

      “I think so.”

      McMinn still cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted. “I’m still trying to save your stubborn ass, Martinez! Why not try trusting me this round?” Then he knocked on the wall with a pattern he’d taught us all to use for his office door back on Earth—shave-and-a-haircut.

      Chase didn’t respond, but McMinn waved that he didn’t want me to explain or attempt to cover for it. He tried again.

      Chase finally knocked back twice—two bits.

      “Whether we ever find my daughter or not, I still care about you, too. Don’t give up yet.” McMinn said. He forced a smile at me on his way out, and he wasn’t as afraid as he’d seemed earlier. “That goes for both of you. I’ll be back with that tablet, Kassie. Just sit tight.”
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      Working primarily with my left hand wasn’t ideal, but the tedious task of recalling serial numbers for an entire section of pods kept my mind occupied for a while.

      “Are you sure you weren’t an alien prior to this?” Chase finally asked. “It’s like you and Psych Boy were made for each other, and now…”

      “I want Anjir to be okay—no different for you if Elise was in the same situation. You get it. Don’t pretend as if you don’t.”

      “How bad is it right now?” he asked. I’d been afraid to look. “I get why you didn’t want to flash McMinn earlier, but I can’t see anything through you. Even if I could…okay, there are some things you need to understand about how men’s minds are wired. I love Elise. Anything else you pick up is totally subconscious and not reflective of—I’ll just sit in the corner now and try to leave you alone. I’m sorry for scaring you and McMinn earlier. That was dumb. I was just pissed and didn’t want to break the door down—make them think I was trying to escape or something.”

      I finished up with the last serial number I remembered and then saved it to the tablet. McMinn had made the decision to let me work without the cuff, and I was able to pass the tablet through the slot in the cell’s door used for food and water.

      “I’ll get this to him.” A young guard made eye contact with me through the opening and involuntarily shuddered. “Do you need anything?”

      “Biggest cup of pellet ice you can fit through here…maybe a plate of steamed vegetables…I’m hungry but not sure what I can hold down.”

      “They like strawberries and grapes—if that helps.” His tone turned awkward. “Anjir is going to make it. I heard the doctors earlier—thought you should know. McMinn is just trying to figure out what to do next once he wakes up.”

      “Thank you,” I replied. A few minutes later, the same guard returned with a flat metal tray about two inches deep—filled to the brim with ice—and a plate with various fruits and vegetables. “Do I know you?”

      He nodded. “I’m Sam Pérez. McMinn found my brother and me uninfected, but our parents both turned not long after we found them later. They’re on the other planet now. We have to wear environmental suits when we visit, but it’s not a bad place for them—pretty, in a way…lots of oceans and beaches. I don’t know if they will understand you or if you’ll remember me later, but I want them to know I still miss them.”

      “I’ll tell them—I promise. We remember you and your family. It’s just been a little longer for you than it’s felt like to us.”

      Once Sam finished talking with me and returned to his post, I tried everything he’d given me. The ice was fine—quenching, especially with having such a surplus of it within easy reach. The fruits and vegetables had no taste whatsoever, and I doubted McMinn had ever procured a supply of those alien potatoes. That shouldn’t have disappointed me, but it did. I wanted another one—just to try and confirm how good it could actually be in a safe environment.

      “You’re starting to crave those damn things now, Kass, but it will pass if you give it long enough,” Chase said in concern, snapping me out of the thought. “Weird thing, though. They tasted more like chocolate and mint to me—like the ice cream flavor my parents used to get me during errands when I was little. Why tap into that part of our brains?”

      “Anjir could answer that better than me. Some kind of positive reinforcement? Maybe to set up some future addiction to control us later? I don’t know…” I did associate oranges and crème sherbet with time with my parents when I was young. The odds of ever telling them goodbye in person were leaning towards non-existent. I needed another unlinked tablet to record some messages. “Do you need anything? I can tell Sam for you.”

      “I’m all right. He topped off my ice a few minutes ago—nice kid. I think it was his older brother who shot me by accident. They don’t remember their sister. She might still be out there somewhere like Elise. Once McMinn has Anjir’s side of the pod data, too, how—”

      The next thought that hit me was that Sam must have poisoned my ice. He hadn’t, but my body’s convulsive responses made me lift up my shirt to finally check my rib. The exoskeleton had spread from the injury point, clinging to my shirt’s fibers like an adhesive in some places. The random bullseye pattern looked like purple and blue welts across my stomach and chest.

      “It’s painful, isn’t it?” I asked Chase. He didn’t respond—not because he refused but because our connection had been severed. I didn’t feel it anymore. “Chase? Are you still…?”

      He knocked on the cell wall—same pattern he and McMinn had used. He was fine.

      I was the one in trouble now, and he couldn’t guide me through any of it.

      I had wanted to say goodbye to Anjir—at least hugged him one last time if it was safe—but he was likely still in recovery at best.

      I never wanted him to see me like this—ever.

      Chase had done his best to downplay everything earlier—trying to comfort me, I suppose—but it was like drowning while being surrounded by air. My throat sealed closed, and I dropped to the floor and grabbed for the railing securing my cot. The metal buckled in what had been my good hand. All the anger and hatred I felt for our entire situation hit me at once. I wanted to kill something—anything—but the horror of that sent me in the opposite direction…playing out the scenarios of Anjir or anyone else coming to check on me.

      I was not a monster. I was still me. Chase was still Chase. Those bastards hadn’t gained anything by sending us off to be found like a herd of Trojan Horses, and they never would. Not with us.

      Never with me.

      I was finally able to gasp in a breath, dozens of flaps opening and resealing on my back in a rippling pattern. I just laid there for who knows how long.

      I woke up to an alien crouched beside me, struggling to maintain its balance.

      It was holding my hand.

      It was missing its leg.
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      For the next few hours, I couldn’t establish a mental connection with Anjir or Chase—and they no longer seemed to have one, either. McMinn and Sam eventually moved us one at a time to a climate controlled area of the cargo bay, and they made some modifications that made it easier for us to breathe.

      I found a corner and tried to remain as still as possible—not from physical pain but trying to process everything.

      Through rough sign language, Anjir was able to show us his implant had been moved from his missing leg to his forearm…on purpose.

      “Maybe you’ll luck out, and these things are like those lizards that can regrow limbs.” Chase reacted to our expressions. “Oh, thank God. I’m terrible at charades. Can you two send, or are you just receiving right now?”

      “I love you.” Anjir directed at me.

      “I love you, too, but you’re insane for doing this over me.”

      “Look at who I hang out with!” He gestured at Chase, who nudged him off-balance and then caught his arm before he fell. “McMinn and the doctors went over the options before the surgery—all of them. I wanted to last long enough to give them those serial numbers—might not have happened if we’d waited much longer, but I never would have abandoned you. You know that, right?”

      “Pretty sure she knows now,” Chase replied. We were close enough to hear the ship’s reactor start up. “From an ethics standpoint, this is starting to feel very off-the-books.”

      “If McMinn was being on-the-books, we’d all be shot out of an airlock or incinerated as biohazards,” I replied. “This is about Elise for him, but he cares about the rest of us, too. Even after what he did to you before, I still want to trust him.”

      “About that…” Chase rubbed the back of his head. “I lied to you and Anjir…Elise, too. McMinn didn’t go hard ass overnight and kick me out because he hated me. It was a medical discharge he had no choice over. Based on my last physical, long-term cryo would have cut my lifespan down to a few more years once we reached the colony. If I’d stayed on Earth, I might have made it to forty—but alone and without the rest of you. I made a choice.”

      “And you put us in a position where we could have killed you trying to help you!” Anjir shouted and tried to steady himself. “You could have just told us the truth! Kass and I could have stayed with you. Elise would have, too.”

      “And missed out on the opportunity we’d trained half our lives for? Missed out on life with your actual families? I couldn’t do that to her. I couldn’t do it to either of you.”

      “You’re family, too.” Anjir and I said it at almost the same moment. Anjir repeated it. “We don’t leave family behind, Chase—not for anything.”
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      Rebuilding your entire existence from scratch is not as terrible or frightening when you’re not alone. Once McMinn dropped us off on the other planet, we encountered the Pérezes and other survivors, expanding our little network with the implants. We became more intuitive with each other over time, and life continued on in its own way. McMinn visited us often, bringing updates on the search for Elise along with experimental equipment to bridge our communications gap.

      Knocking was replaced by air horn blasts—McMinn’s signal to let us know it was him. We’d blast twice to finish the pattern—to let him know we were still us.

      He brought my and Anjir’s families with him once. Chase made a careful effort to be playful with my younger brothers without scaring them. They were both too young to understand who or what we were—like it was a trip to a zoo or preserve where they had to wear suits. Mom and Dad hadn’t told them the truth.

      When I got time alone with my parents, they were more concerned that I was angry with them for not searching for me sooner. McMinn had been relentless in his search for Elise by comparison, and they felt guilty that I existed. I wasn’t their daughter anymore. I was a ghost who haunted the edges of their minds and something strange they couldn’t understand.

      Those nineteen years had faded too much. They were still human, but they were victims, too. They needed my forgiveness—and to let me go.

      I gave it.

      Anjir’s dad and sister couldn’t bring themselves to exit McMinn’s ship, so Anjir communicated with them as best as he could with what was available. The rudimentary equipment combined with the physical challenge of using it made him seem almost childlike, even though his intelligence hadn’t changed at all. It frustrated him, which came off wrong when he accidently broke his keypad and then walked away to keep from pitching its remains into the ocean.

      From that point onward, it was always just McMinn.

      “I know you’re all still in there, and I’m sorry they couldn’t see it.” He’d brought Anjir another prosthetic leg, this one painted to blend with the rest of his exoskeleton. “I just wanted to prompt something in them—thought maybe if you communicated long enough that something would click like it did for me.”

      I lightly patted his suit’s helmet, and he seemed amused by the gesture. He’d tried to help us, and it was at least good to know our families were safe.

      He was getting older in jumps—the passage of time seeming faster for me than it did as a human. We wanted so badly for him to find Elise—if only to give him some peace—but there was nothing else we could do but wait.

      Then he finally found her—eighteen years after the attack and our abduction.
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      Given Elise’s mental state the last time we’d seen her, we tried to prepare for the worst. She’d also been turned before being placed in her pod—something that hadn’t been done to the rest of us. Anjir and I carried the pod some distance away from McMinn’s ship and placed it on the edge of the beach. If she ran, there was nothing in the way to hurt her.

      If she tried to fight us, Chase had put himself between the pod and McMinn.

      We opened up the pod and backed away—hoping we were wrong and that she’d still remember us.

      “We didn’t understand before, and we’re sorry.” Elise’s voice came through the connection, but she didn’t get out of the pod. I flinched, recognizing the variation of the apology message about the same time Anjir and Chase did. “Unfortunately, our loss must be balanced. That is your price—your negotiation. We spared the young and did not alter more than who we needed. We gave you time to part with your people.”

      “They’re coming for us—probably using Elise’s implant as a homing signal. We need to get McMinn out of—” Anjir started, but a high-pitched screech interrupted him over the connection. We didn’t have much in the way of ears by that point, but I instinctively wanted to cover mine as Elise stepped out of the pod. It wouldn’t have helped.

      I don’t know what else she’d done to us, but I couldn’t move—couldn’t hear Chase or Anjir anymore, either. The Pérezes were likely close, but I wasn’t at an angle to know if they were affected or not.

      “Elise, it’s us.” It was like shouting into a void, and she didn’t acknowledge me. I scrambled to think of as many human memories of us as possible—up into planning the wedding and leaving Earth. I also sent out what Chase had been willing to do to stay with her, hoping that would break through. “It’s Kassie. That’s Anjir and Chase. You know us, Elise. Please, be in there somewhere.”

      “The bonds of our species are as strong as yours, but we will not override your minds with memories of those we have lost.” She approached me. “That is our choice. That is our price for what we have done to your people. Can you accept our form of existence for the sake of your survival? For the long-term survivals of both our species? We still need to understand so this never happens again. We need your help—willingly. You’ve seen how difficult it is to for us to convey meaning otherwise. We’re not monsters, Kassie. We’re people—and we’re scared and desperate to avoid a war. It would not end well for any of us.”

      She meant other colony ships entering the sector, which according to McMinn had been increasing in frequency over the past decade. Humanity believed it had found a lot of empty real estate, but it was empty for a reason. These creatures considered their actions merciful when we’d poked the figurative hornet’s nest and then got pissed at them for being stung. The misunderstanding was on both sides, and I could see it.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “You’re not her—not the Elise we knew.”

      “She’s still in here. I haven’t harmed her.” First use of I instead of we, which caught my attention. “Rest—and let her rest. We’ll be there soon. None of you will be harmed. Just forgive us for being cautious until trust is built.”

      Elise collapsed, and whatever force had kept us paralyzed was released.

      “What the hell was all of that about?” McMinn asked.

      Elise was still breathing, and Chase crouched beside her and touched her shoulder. She didn’t react. “I’ll stay with her.”

      “I heard all of you the entire time, but I couldn’t reply.” It sounded like Elise again, the connection so faint I barely picked it up. “Tell Dad I love him, but he has to go now. They won’t hurt us, but we can’t stay on this planet. It won’t be safe soon, and we’ll all get caught in the middle and killed if Earth ever finds out he saved us…”

      Still in his suit, McMinn walked around to Elise’s other side and hugged her. “I love you. I’m glad I found you and that you won’t be alone anymore. I’m still trying to understand…I really hope you do…”

      We got him out of there just in time.
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      Humans are little more than slaves in the Sendel Empire until a derelict spaceship rumored to contain Earth artifacts is found.
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      Cason Fallor wasn’t in the mood for mysteries. He glanced down at his tablet and double checked the platform number. Whatever had just been towed in wasn’t in the system, but there it was, a dark hulk as big as anything he’d ever seen, its vast form filling his view through the magnetic field that separated the platform below from empty space. Docking arms extended, loading bridges silently slid into position, and soon the ship was tethered to the station. He sighed. Just like the Sendels to keep him in the dark.

      He hurried down the elevated walkway to the lift that would take him down to the platform. He may have been a deputy logistics manager on the Meridian Gate Interstellar Transit Station, but that didn’t mean they told him everything; after all, he was only a human.

      When the doors of the lift opened, he was met by a pair of gray-headed Sendels, taller than all but the tallest human, with leathery skin and three fingers on each hand. Sendels never blinked, their voices sounded like sandpaper on metal, and their manner was invariably direct and unflinching. Cason had always imagined Sendel intimate relations must have been about as romantic as an audit by the tax inspector. He handed one his ID, while the other silently looked him over. Cason had the typical light brown complexion and dark brown hair of a human in the Sendel Empire—which was how the Sendels liked it—although his eyes had the barest hint of green.

      He was waved on, and strode out to the middle of the platform. The ship was obviously some kind of derelict, but why wasn’t it at one of the service yards? There was no obvious answer. So be it. Do your job, don’t ask questions—Cason’s philosophy had served him well for years; this time would be no different. And then the ship lit up and a chill ran down his spine.

      The first thing he noticed was how ancient and worn the old fossil looked: scarring on every surface, warped panels, missing solar cells, and a whole section that appeared to have depressurized. Then there was the primitive design: bulbous and ungainly, it looked nothing like the elegant Sendel ships that docked every day.

      He crossed to the other side of the platform where a group of dock workers were idling, leaning on their pallet jacks. Two of them were shaking their heads at a taller one: Skellan, the fount of rumor among the dockers.

      “I’m serious,” he said, eyes wide, head bobbing. “I heard it’s an Earth ship, probably a sleeper. They’ll wake them up and have another crop of workers.”

      “Right, we’ve all heard that one before,” Breva said, rolling her eyes.

      “Nope,” a third one said. “They’re going to replace us all with compliant little slaves they can grow in the lab. They’re making progress you know.”

      “Shut up, Norv,” Skellan said. “An Earth ship is far more plausible than one of your genetic engineering fantasies.”

      “You wish,” Breva said with a laugh. “It’s probably just a boatload of that horrible fish gut stuff they like. I mean, there’s gotta be a reason they’re being all coy. Or maybe it’s that toxic fungus they use for—”

      “That’s enough,” Cason said, joining them. He looked around. “Is this dock ready? It’ll be fish guts for all of you if you don’t get busy.”

      The dockers leapt into action while Cason took stock of the situation. It was an advantage of having nearly twenty years on the job; he rarely had to break a sweat anymore. There was a reason he’d been moved up to logistics while Skellan and Norv were still pushing jacks; neither one knew how to play the Sendel’s game. Breva was different; she’d push the Sendels right to the edge, but always managed to sidestep any trouble. He liked that. It almost made him wish he wasn’t on the supervisory staff. Almost. But he’d put in too many years of exemplary service and put up with far too much to throw it all away on an unauthorized relationship. “With authority comes sacrifice,” he was told when he was promoted. Maybe so. But simply being human meant sacrifice of one kind or another every day of your life.

      He gazed out at the ship. Skellan was right, it very well could be a sleeper. It obviously wasn’t Indari or Hethnoldt, but human—from Earth? Impossible. Whatever it was, its cargo section was enormous; anything could be in there. But questions only led to trouble.

      At the sound of heavy feet approaching, the dockers snapped to attention and a grating voice called out: “Quiet on the platform!” It was Karrak, the senior Sendel on that ring and Cason’s direct overseer. A head taller than any of the dockers, and with a distinct scar on his face where a human would have a nose, he surveyed the platform while the dockers stood with their eyes locked straight ahead.

      “We’re at your command, sir,” Cason said.

      Karrak gave no sign that he’d heard him, but surveyed the platform with his steady gaze. “All human dockworkers will vacate this platform and report for reclamation duty on Sub-level 12,” he announced. “You will receive new orders when you arrive.”

      As if on cue, a stream of Sendels began to flow onto the platform, and were soon taking charge of the pallet jacks and heading down the loading bridges to the ship while some stood guard. Cason stared; dock work was human work, but apparently not this time.

      “Reclamation?” Norv muttered, shaking his head.

      “Good times are here again,” Breva said, not bothering to keep her voice down.

      Skellan gave his pallet jack a shove and stalked off toward the concourse. Cason looked up just in time to see it happen: a Sendel with his back to Skellan was securing a container when the jack brushed up against his leg. He whipped around and locked his eyes on Skellan’s retreating form. “Human!” he bellowed. Skellan didn’t break his stride, but the Sendel was at his side in a flash and seized him by the arm. A moment later Karrak was towering over him and taking down Skellan’s name and service number. The offended Sendel kept pointing to the errant pallet jack and then to his leg, putting on quite the show of the aggrieved party.

      Breva huffed. “What a load of—”

      “Come on,” Cason said, taking her by the arm just as Karrak looked their way. “Just keep walking.”

      They got to the concourse. “What the hell’s going on?” she said. “I’ve never seen so many on one dock.”

      As if to emphasize her point, a dozen more Sendels filed past them toward the forward loading bridge. A tech crew, it seemed. As they passed, one of them stopped, turned around and fixed his unblinking eyes on Cason. It was a Sendel named Tarn, one he’d known his whole life. He nodded to him, Tarn nodded back, then resumed his brisk walk to the docking bridge.

      “What was that all about?” Breva whispered.

      Cason slowly shook his head. “I have no idea.”
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      At the end of a long day of heavy lifting in the choking gloom of Sub-level 12, Cason trudged back to the human sector on the fourth ring. His back ached, and his feet felt like they’d walked the length of the station a dozen times. Someday, after he’d put in his time, maybe he’d finally get off the station and spend his days under an actual sky and find out what it’s like to go sailing on a sea. Maybe. Now, he just needed a shower. And the last thing he needed was a slog through the security line at the gate, the same questions and the same scans.

      He waited patiently until the image of his naked body finally dissolved from the officer’s screen; he ducked out of the scanning booth and the gate opened. Tarn was waiting for him.

      “There is an urgent matter of which I must speak to you,” he said. “May we go to your quarters?” His neck was pulsing, the only physical sign of extreme emotion Sendels ever seemed to give. In all his years on the station, he’d never had a Sendel visitor to his quarters (except for inspections), not even Tarn. He of course agreed; what choice did he have?

      Cason had been assigned private quarters when he was promoted, with a separate bedroom and even a small window to the black of space. But in every other respect it was like any other human’s: functional and spartan. “Let me find you a place to sit,” he said when they arrived. He gathered up a pile of dirty clothes from the couch, glanced around, then dumped them inside his bedroom and closed the door.

      Tarn thanked him and sat down. Cason, frozen in place, stared down at his guest, his mind tumbling with questions: What should he do? How does one host a Sendel? He knew how to handle them at the logistics office, on the loading dock, and even in the security line, but here, in his own rooms—it was uncharted territory, even with one he’d known for so long.

      “Can I get you something to drink? Or something to eat?” he asked. Tarn assured him nothing was necessary. Cason hesitated, then sat down; he was famished, but he couldn’t bring himself to eat in front of his guest. Tarn sat stiffly across from him, unblinking as always.

      “When was the last time you saw any human art?” Tarn asked at last.

      If Breva or Skellan had asked such a question he would have laughed, but Cason only shook his head. “Art? From Earth? Never.”

      “Have you ever heard any human music?”

      “No one knows what Earth music sounded like, the Crash took care of that. You know that as well as I do.”

      Tarn leaned forward. “The ship at Docking Platform 121 is in fact an Earth transport, a sleeper ship. The power failed at some point years ago, however, and no one was left alive.”

      “I see,” Cason said, doing his best to mask his doubts.

      “It apparently departed before the Crash,” Tarn went on. “We are downloading its memory core: it contains an extensive Earth database, including audio files, images, and documents.”

      Cason arched an eyebrow and pulled out his tablet to look up the status of the platform. “It’ll come to nothing, you know. There isn’t anything left from Earth. Rumors of ships from before the Crash are just wishful thinking.” He shook his head at the tablet. “Whatever it is, it’s still not listed in the system. Karrak won’t be happy about that. Someone better get their act together.”

      “It won’t ever be in the system. It’s called the Atlantis, and there’s more than just the memory core on board. I believe its cargo in fact consists of treasures and artifacts from Earth, artifacts that will be held in secure storage until a transport to Vendal arrives, where it will be taken and sold. Most likely to buyers such as the Hethnoldt.”

      Cason stared at him. Sendel or not, the story was too much to take; he might as well have announced that humans could now choose their own careers or own property. He never imagined hearing such talk from a Sendel.

      “And you know all this how? Have you seen the cargo? Are you sure it will be sold?”

      “To answer your questions, no, I haven’t seen it with my own eyes, not yet—”

      “Then you don’t really know anything for sure.”

      Cason’s heart pounded; he’d never contradicted a Sendel so brazenly. But there was nothing normal about this encounter. Even though he’d known Tarn since his time on Lassen, the Sendel moon where he’d been born, he didn’t know him in any meaningful sense. The vast majority of his kind made no attempt to hide their judgment that humans were lesser beings, but he was different. Direct, yes, but respectful. Forthright, but without being imperious. And yet with the same Sendel inscrutability: he could have been telling a tall tale, playing a practical joke, or been deadly serious. But how to tell?

      Tarn reached into a pocket of his long coat and took out a tablet. He tapped at it a few times, then began to read: “Item 74, from a place on Earth called Florence. A work by Sandro Botticelli. Value: 450,000 kolnor.” He looked up, but Cason only shook his head; the words didn’t mean anything to him, though whatever it was apparently was worth ten times what he could hope to earn in a lifetime. Tarn went on: “Item 83, also from Florence. A work by Michelangelo. Value: 770,000. Item 127, from Paris. A work by Leonardo da Vinci. Value: 800,000.”

      Paris. For the briefest moment, the name echoed in his memory, and just as quickly, the echo was gone. He stood up. “This is some of the inventory of the cargo?”

      “I believe so.”

      “You’re not sure? Let’s say you’re right, and it’s a ship full of things from Earth. What could possibly be worth that much? What could possibly be worth anything to your people—or to anyone else, for that matter?”

      “You once said you had a relative from Earth, correct?”

      “I said my mother used to tell stories of her grandmother who visited Earth when she was a child. Big difference. Before the Last War, and before the Crash. But honestly, there’s no way to know if any of it was true. My mother also claimed to have three brothers, but that’s obviously impossible, given the Edict of Trov.”

      Once again, Tarn reached into his coat. This time he produced a rectangular box, set it down on the table, and opened it. Cason looked down to see an object of a color for which there was no word in the only Sendel language he knew. He turned it over in his hands; faint markings adorned one of its narrow sides.

      “It’s a book,” Tarn said. “A very old one I believe.”

      “I thought you hadn’t seen the cargo.”

      “The Atlantis isn’t the first Earth salvage I’ve worked on. But where this came from is a story I don’t have time to tell now.”

      Cason opened it and flipped through its pages, but the markings upon them meant nothing to him.

      “I’d like you to have it. And more than that, I’d like your help. I need your help.”

      Cason looked up; Tarn’s neck was pulsing again. He went on: “I intend to reroute the cargo from the Atlantis to the human colony called Alexandria on the planet Darvin. It’s under Indari jurisdiction, and there’s minimal Sendel presence. The humans there have been gathering all the remnants from Earth they can find. They are the keepers of Earth’s culture, preserving it from extinction. I have a contact there named Tanya Michaels who can handle everything upon arrival, but to move the cargo, I need someone in logistics.”

      Cason stared. It was like being asked to believe in ghosts. “You’re kidding, right? Why? There’s no Earth culture left to keep! And Darvin is a hell of a long way from anywhere.”

      “Which makes it the perfect place. Now, the inventorying of the cargo will take at least a few more days…”

      Tarn kept talking, but Cason wasn’t listening. It was out of the question; he couldn’t get involved. He shook his head. “Listen, I want to believe you, I really do. And I want to believe you mean well, but there’s no way I’m going to jeopardize—” He bit his lip, stared down at Tarn, then walked to the door, shaking his head. “I think you better go now.”

      Tarn stood up. “I’m sorry if I have caused you any distress. It was not my intent.”

      Cason opened the door for him and Tarn stepped out into the corridor, then looked back. “The Atlantis won’t be listed in any of the station records, but you can find details about it in the mission logs. It will be listed as Salvage 442. The access code is 959/R. Good night.”

      Cason didn’t reply, but shut the door and sat down. He picked up the book. The echo in his memory sounded again. Paris. His great-grandmother had visited Paris.
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      In the morning, Cason took a circuitous route to the logistics office, taking the elevated walkway that overlooked Platform 121 and the derelict docked there, the one Tarn had called the Atlantis. He leaned on the railing, tapping his fingers. A large display above the platform, which usually listed the name of the ship currently docked, read: “Restricted. Security Clearance D required for all personnel.” In other words, no humans allowed.

      A small army of Sendels continued to offload the cargo from the ship, and the platform was crowded with containers. Still other Sendels were organizing it all onto larger pallet jacks and wheeling them onto the lift that led to secure storage. He watched as four of them maneuvered one of the pallets; he’d seen better work from Skellan on his ninth shift in six days while hungover. So much for the superior species.

      What if Tarn was right, and the ship really was full of artifacts from Earth? Treasures, he’d said. Meaning what? He’d mentioned art and music, but Cason knew nothing of either. Some of it from Paris, apparently, the place his great-grandmother had visited. He gripped the railing. Valerie, her name was Valerie Beckett—he hadn’t thought of her in years. His mother said she’d talked of a great tower in Paris and a river that ran through the city. He’d never seen a river. He fixed his eyes on one of the containers. Perhaps they were full of books like the one Tarn had given him. He pictured the pages of mysterious writing. Was it truly from Earth, a story that had been forgotten for more than a hundred years—a human story?

      Tarn said he wanted the cargo taken to Alexandria, the human colony on Darvin. It was little more than a name to Cason, little more than a legend: a place of free humans who didn’t serve the Sendels. Would they be able to read the book? It all seemed too much to hope for.

      He watched another container being loaded onto the lift to be taken down to secure storage. If Tarn was right, and they did nothing, whatever the cargo was would eventually end up on Vendal, one of the central Sendel worlds—a world humans weren’t allowed to set foot on. If it really was human cargo, if it went to Vendal, if the Hethnoldt took it all to their world… it was a lot of ifs.

      He checked the station time on his tablet and gave a start; he’d taken far too long. He hurried down the walkway until he came to a junction where a lift would take him up to logistics. A group of humans was already waiting. The doors opened and everyone began to board, but before they finished, a Sendel and a tall Indari appeared. “Make way,” the Sendel announced, and everyone dutifully got off to make way. He checked the time again; he never should have taken so long at the platform.

      When he finally arrived at logistics, a group of Sendels was gathered near the entrance. As he passed between them, one mentioned work “that humans should be doing.” The others nodded. Cason kept his head down and kept moving.

      Karrak was waiting in Cason’s small office. “Punctuality isn’t a luxury, Mr. Fallor.”

      “My apologies, sir.”

      “I have no desire for your apology. It is clear to me that this experiment in humans managing other humans has been a failure; going forward, your duties will be handled by Brask. However, he is overseeing Platform 121 at the moment. When that operation is complete, he will take your place, and you will take Skellan’s. Now: your crews will be working reclamation duty until further notice. There will be more than enough to keep them busy. Make the assignments.”

      Karrak turned his back on him and disappeared into the corridor; Cason stared straight ahead, fists clenched, heart pounding. He pulled his chair out with a jerk, sat down and stabbed at his console to wake it up. He called up Skellan’s profile: he had already been shipped off the station. He pounded his desk with his fist.

      He took a deep breath and called up the mission log for Salvage 442. As expected, it was classified. He entered the access code; the file opened. A quick scan confirmed at least some of what Tarn had said: the ship was indeed the Atlantis, and it was launched a year before the Crash. But launched from where? The record didn’t say. But it did include extensive details regarding the salvage operation itself—times, dates, and personnel involved—although nothing about any sleepers in cryo, nothing about the cargo, and nothing to indicate whether the ship had lost power.

      He read through the log twice more. It was only then that he spotted a telling detail: eight Sendels had investigated the ship, but no EVA suits had been used. He sat back. The life support hadn’t failed—the ship had power when the Sendels found it. He had more questions now than answers, but one thing was certain: the answers were on the Atlantis.
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      As expected, the order to work reclamation for the foreseeable future was received with groans at the dockers’ briefing room. The fact that it was teeming with Sendels who had been conscripted to do the dockers’ usual work didn’t help. Breva even had to restrain an agitated Norv to keep him from doing something stupid. After posting the assignments, Cason pulled her aside.

      “You’ve worked other transit stations; have you seen anything like that ship on 121? I think Skellan might be right about it being from Earth.”

      She gave him a look that said she doubted his mental health. “You’re kidding right?” She lowered her voice. “I don’t get it. Karrak pisses on you, but you’re worried about the mystery ship?”

      “You heard about that?”

      “News travels fast.”

      “Forget Karrak. Think about it: little is known about human ship design. And that thing sure doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen. It still isn’t listed in the system, neither is the cargo, and it’s all being taken out of sight to secure storage. If this isn’t a cover-up, I don’t know what is.”

      “So? Karrak’s probably moving contraband or weapons or something. Fish guts, remember?”

      Cason shook his head slowly. “You never answered my question. Have you ever seen anything that looks remotely like that ship?”

      Breva glanced over at a pair of Sendels looking their way. “No. But forget about it. We better get moving.”

      “I’ll be along,” he said. “I just need to take care of something.”

      “Skellan just got sent packing, and the way things are going, Norv’ll be next. You wanna join them?”

      “Don’t worry about me. You’re the one pushing your luck on a daily basis.”

      “Yeah, but I can handle it. You only know how to follow the rules.”

      “We’ll see about that.”
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      It hadn’t been difficult to set off a hazard sensor at Docking Platform 121: a few adjustments to the right combination of gas lines, and it was soon toxic to Sendels (who were acutely sensitive to all sorts of things), but harmless to humans. From a Sendel point of view, it was one more reason humans were inherently suited to the myriad tasks no Sendel would stoop to undertake.

      When Cason arrived in his old repair tech uniform, emergency doors had closed off the platform from the rest of the concourse, and a plastic vestibule had been installed around the small access door. All around, warning lights were flashing, and a display now read DANGER: NO ENTRY. A pair of Sendels in full-body hazard suits and respirators gave Cason’s credentials a cursory glance. One unzipped the flap of the vestibule and ushered him inside, quickly zipping it closed behind him.

      “This is to be handled as soon as possible. I expect regular reports,” she said.

      “Understood.”

      Once inside, he glanced up at one of the security cameras that recorded activity on the platform, and smirked in spite of himself; after he’d caused the gas leak, he’d intended to disable the feed, but it had already been done. Karrak didn’t want any record of what happened on the dock? Fine. Then they’d never know what he was up to.

      He checked the station time; fixing the problem on the platform would only take minutes, but the Sendels didn’t know that; he judged he could easily stretch it out for an hour without raising suspicion. He ran over to one of the containers still on the platform. As expected, it was locked. He ran his hand down its side. He couldn’t find out what was in it, but he could at least check the destination code. Tarn was right: it was tagged for Vendal, as were the two containers next to it.

      So much for the cargo, now for the ship. Sixty seconds later he was at the airlock. He opened the seal and stepped aboard. It seemed main power was off, for the corridor he found himself in was lit only by pinpoint lights that ran along the floor. A chill shot through him, and even his fingers tingled as he shone his wide-beamed flashlight all around. A voice inside him said, This is your first taste of the human world, the non-Sendel world. This is a piece of the home you’ve never known! But another voice immediately said, Don’t lose your head, don’t believe everything you feel. Just because you want something to be true doesn’t mean it is!

      He took a deep breath and followed the labyrinthine corridor until he came to a large space filled with bank after bank of vertical cylinders: cryo-chambers. His heart pounding now, he ran up to the closest one. The status display was dark; by all appearances the unit had indeed lost power. He shone his light all over it; certainly there had to be a way to see who or what was inside without risking opening the unit. Finally he found it: a manual catch that released a metal panel. He gripped it with his fingers and pulled. The stubborn thing screeched until it revealed a window to the inside.

      He let out a gasp and squeezed his eyes closed. He wasn’t usually squeamish, but neither was he accustomed to the sight of a rotting corpse—a human corpse. He opened a squinting eye and took another look; she hadn’t been dead for long. He checked the next chamber. The poor soul inside was just as bad off as the first.

      He pounded his fist against the chamber. The power had failed years ago—that was their story? Either Tarn was lying, or he’d been lied to. His first taste of something from Earth, and it was a taste of death. Worse than that, it was the taste of murder.

      He slumped to the ground and shone his light all around; there had to be hundreds of cryo-chambers in the compartment. His communicator buzzed. It buzzed again. And again. At last he pulled it out; the Sendel guard wanted an update. He’d already prepared a series of bogus reports and shot one back. “Pull yourself together,” he muttered under his breath.

      He got up and in a matter of minutes found his way to the forwardmost section of the ship. He shone his light around the compartment; it had to be the bridge. At last his light revealed what he’d hoped to find: a self-contained scanning console the Sendels had brought on board, and still connected to the ship’s systems. He woke it up and quickly scanned its records.

      He soon found a directory of what had to be the databases Tarn had described. He was about to see if he could determine when the power had been cut when he noticed a section of memory that hadn’t been downloaded. More than that, they hadn’t even been accessed. He initiated the translation program. Soon thousands of records appeared, and it wasn’t long before he realized what he was seeing. “These must go back generations!” he said under his breath. He found the search tool and entered a keyword: Beckett. He opened the first result and quickly perused it before moving on to the next.

      He’d lost track of how many he’d read when he remembered the time. He shut down the console, ran back to the loading bridge, and messaged Tarn: “We need to meet. Now.”
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      Cason was shaking when he sat down at the table. “Did you know?”

      Tarn had agreed to meet him in one of the departure lounges in the Indari sector. They were seated in a dim corner, and it wasn’t busy. Even so, he looked around before answering. “What are you—”

      “Those cryo units didn’t fail, they were shut down,” Cason seethed. “Those people—those humans—were murdered! The ship was fine when it was found.”

      “Please keep your voice down.”

      “Answer me right now: did you know?”

      “No. But it’s been known to happen, including on a previous salvage I was assigned to.”

      Cason clenched his fists. “The one where you got the book?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then whatever’s on that ship, your people were willing to kill for it.” He pounded the table. One of a pair of Hethnoldt seated next to them looked over at him; Cason stared back at him until he looked away. He turned on Tarn. “What could possibly be so important?”

      “As I said before, the treasures of Earth.”

      Cason stared back at him, as unblinking as any Sendel.

      “I see you still don’t understand. Let me explain. You of course were taught the story of Earth: how the demise of human society was brought about by the prolonged conflict referred to as the Last War, and how the resulting infrastructure collapse ultimately led to the Crash, and the subsequent loss of all human culture, achievement, and learning in the historical equivalent of the blink of an eye, as you humans say.”

      “I don’t need a history lesson, Tarn. What’s your point?”

      “I’m afraid that’s where you’re wrong, for that account promulgated by my people is manifestly untrue. You yourself have heard the rumors of human artifacts being found. The book I gave you would be evidence enough, if you had eyes to see. And now you have been aboard the Atlantis. You must recognize that the history you’ve been taught can’t be true.”

      Cason was still breathing hard. He understood perfectly the words Tarn was saying, but it went against everything he’d ever known. It would be as easy to accept that black was white and up was down.

      “In truth, only a handful of cities on Earth were destroyed in your wars. Your society didn’t destroy itself, not completely. We did that. The Sendels. We discovered your first colonies, we found your home, and we obliterated your cities from space. It was only much later that we realized the commercial value of your cultural artifacts and began seeking out all we could find. It wasn’t done without controversy, but money can be quite persuasive.”

      Cason wanted to scream, he wanted to cry, he wanted to seize Tarn by the throat. But he didn’t do anything of the sort. He looked up, and in shaking voice, said, “You said you had a plan to get the cargo to Darvin. Do you?”

      Tarn nodded. “Are you willing to help me? I can’t do it without you.”

      Cason looked away. “I don’t know. I keep seeing their faces.”

      “There’s nothing you can do for them now, but—”

      “You think I don’t know that?” His eyes flashed.

      “But you can help me save what they tried to save from Earth. Their names may be lost to us, but their treasures—your treasures—don’t have to be. Help me get it to Alexandria. Help me save this remnant of your culture.”

      Cason took a long breath. “Okay.”

      “Excellent. I will copy the rest of the data from the memory core; while it may not be the physical artifacts, it is a valuable record of human achievement. Your part will be more difficult, I’m afraid. The transport to Darvin, the Narrow Horizon, will arrive soon, and then depart tomorrow night. I understand Karrak demoted you; will you be able to get the cargo out of secure storage?”

      “I think so. I’ll have to keep his attention elsewhere, but that shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “You do realize you won’t be able to stay here if you do this. Are you prepared to leave and never return?”

      Cason nodded. “After what I’ve seen? Yes. But what about you? Why are you doing all this?”

      Tarn opened his mouth, then seemed to change his mind. “Not now. We have more pressing matters. You must understand: you won’t be able to take much with you, and your accounts will be terminated.”

      “I know. But before we do this, I need something from you: one of the data modules you used to download the memory core.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You said those people’s names were lost to us, but it’s not true. There’s another database on board your people didn’t download—I suppose it didn’t have any value to them. It’s a detailed passenger manifest, including genealogical records that go back generations. Thousands and thousands of them. There are even some listed under a name I know: Beckett. It was our family name before the Sendels gave us new ones. I’m going back on the Atlantis to get it.”

      Tarn’s neck pulsed. “Very well. I’ll see what I can do.”
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      In the morning at the logistics office, Cason assigned a large team of dockers to an empty platform and wrote up a series of dummy work orders. When the time came, he’d reassign them to the secure storage bay and have them load the cargo onto the Narrow Horizon. If he timed it right, they would get the cargo out of storage and onto the ship before Karrak had a chance to catch on. No doubt, when he figured it all out, Karrak would vent his anger on the first human to cross his path, but that couldn’t be helped.

      He looked over the orders one more time and confirmed them. It was done. A moment later a message came in from Tarn: the data module he needed was in a locker in one of the alcoves outside secure storage.

      Minutes later, Cason was closing the locker, the module in hand, when he heard a grating voice behind him: “What happened on Docking Platform 121 yesterday?”

      He spun around to see Karrak filling the frame of the door. He put his hands behind his back. Karrak didn’t look down. Cason slipped the module, which was hardly bigger than the palm of his hand, into his back pocket.

      “I see you handled the problem with the environmental conditions yourself. Is there a reason you didn’t send a repair tech?”

      “Absolutely,” he said with all the confidence he could muster. “There’s an old human saying: if you want the job done right, do it yourself. I didn’t think the tech on duty was the best one for the job. And it was my top crew who’d been working there before being reassigned; I wanted to make sure they hadn’t inadvertently caused the problem.”

      Karrak looked at him with his unblinking eyes. “Were you able to fix it?”

      “I believe so. Although it will take some time for the conditions to normalize; I had to extend the hazard advisory a few more hours. It’s a funny thing, the way three different lines feeding into the same junction each experienced a spike in pressure—”

      “This attempt to impress me will not change anything. Working repair duty is not your concern.”

      “Yes sir. Of course, sir. Was the cargo able to be moved off the platform? Or should I assign a team of human dockers, given the conditions?”

      “That will not be necessary; it is being handled. But the platform will need to be made ready for an incoming ship soon.”

      Which meant he didn’t have much time to get back aboard the Atlantis. “Understood,” he said. “I’ll organize a team.”

      “That has already been handled as well. I need you in the upper Sendel Sector immediately. Report back to the briefing room to get the equipment you’ll need and your detailed orders. I don’t want to have to come looking for you again.”
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      Cason had no interest in going to the Sendel Sector. The mere sight of Karrak turned his stomach now, but at least he hadn’t realized he’d been aboard the Atlantis, and hadn’t even noticed the data module in his hands. For a species that couldn’t blink, they could be surprisingly oblivious.

      When he reached the overhead walkway above Platform 121, he was already out of breath from running. The lift to the platform was just ahead and he could see the hazard warnings still in effect on the platform below. But this time it was crawling with Sendels in hazard suits and respirators. His heart pounded. Would they permit him to board? Would they even let him on the platform?

      And then he stopped in his tracks and grabbed the railing; he pounded it with his fist so hard, his whole hand stung. It was too late: the loading bridges had already been retracted. He pulled out his tablet and logged into the system even though he knew it was futile—the ship hadn’t ever been listed, why would that change now? He glanced up again; he could just make out the form of a tug on the far side of the Atlantis. A moment later, they both began to pull away from the station.

      He turned to his tablet again and scanned the active list. There was nothing about Platform 121, and no tugs on the roster. He called up the mission logs and requested the record for Salvage 442. It was gone—not archived or classified or restricted, it was simply gone. He pounded the railing again.

      A blue-white glow caught his eye and he looked up to see the engines of the tug brightening. Soon it and the Atlantis were moving away from the station with some speed. He cocked his head. If it were being taken to one of the service yards, it would already be descending out of view. It wasn’t. It was being pulled straight out, farther and farther from the station, growing ever smaller. Moments later, the tug detached and dropped out of sight.

      Cason bit his lip; could they have repaired the primary drive while it was at the platform? He considered the possibility, pondering where they might be taking it and why. But how to find out? A moment later all of his speculations were obliterated in a brilliance of white. He threw his arm up to shield his eyes, and blinked until he could see again. The Atlantis was gone. All that remained was glittering debris and glowing gas.
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      By the time he got through security and back to his quarters, the news was all over the displays in the public areas: a ship being moved to one of the service yards had suffered a catastrophic core meltdown; thankfully the courageous Sendal tug crew had gotten it to the minimum safe distance from the station before the inevitable happened. Sendel propaganda could be painfully transparent, but Cason didn’t have time to sort out what had really happened; he couldn’t even think about all of the records that had been lost, not yet.

      His door chimed. He threw his hastily packed bag out of sight and opened the door a crack. It was Tarn.

      “I’m sorry you weren’t able to retrieve the information you wanted, but I am relieved you weren’t aboard the Atlantis when it was destroyed.”

      “Yeah, me too. Do you have it all?”

      “Indeed. Here are credentials under the name Dace Vorren, cargo surveyor, second class. You’ve been assigned to the deck crew of the Narrow Horizon. And this is the complete database we downloaded from the Atlantis. It’s in a shielded compartment; it will appear innocuous to any scans at security.” He handed Cason a small bag that was heavier than it looked. He zipped it into his travel bag along with the book from Earth.

      “Is your crew ready to move the cargo?”

      Cason checked the time. “They’re all set. I just need to use Karrak’s authorization code to get it out of secure storage.”

      “Will that be a problem?”

      “Not at all. In the last four years I’ve seen him enter it a hundred times. In fact, I did it for him just last week when he was ‘unavoidably detained.’”

      “Ah, I see.” Karrak’s reputation for entertaining Sendel women passing through the station was an open secret. “Won’t he notice the use of his code?”

      “Oh, I’ll keep him busy. Delete a few docking permits, cancel some offloading orders, reassign some crews, maybe throw in another hazard advisory.”

      “Excellent.”

      Cason slipped the credentials from Tarn into his pocket and slung his bag over his shoulder. But before heading out, he looked him in the eye. “You’ve still haven’t explained why you’re doing all this.”

      Tarn took a tablet from his pocket, and Cason immediately recognized that it wasn’t a piece of Sendel technology.

      “Is that Indari? You don’t see that kind of thing around here very often.”

      “Very good,” Tarn replied. “As I’m sure you know, the visual perception of my people is rather limited compared to that of the Indari or the Hethnoldt—or your species, for that matter. I’m afraid I can’t fully appreciate what I’m going to show you now.”

      Cason knew that Sendels could only see a fraction of the visual spectrum humans and other species could, but he rarely gave it much thought. Tarn tapped at the tablet until he’d found what he was looking for and handed it to him. Cason’s mouth fell open, and his hands trembled; it was as if he’d just been handed the most valuable jewel in the galaxy. It was an image of a human woman. In his entire life, he’d never seen a human as the subject of a work of art.

      It was impossible to take his eyes off her: the way she looked back at him, her fair complexion and enigmatic smile, the softness of her hands, the delicate folds of her garments. And as if that wasn’t enough, the image was brimming with color, more color in one place than he’d ever seen anywhere. He’d lived his entire life among Sendels, a lifetime in a world of grays and blues and blacks, a lifetime in the dark. Even the few times he’d traveled, it had been only to another Sendel transit station, another world of shadows. His eyes danced over the shades and hues he didn’t even have words for—there were no Sendel words for such colors—but of this he had no doubt: there were human words for them, he just didn’t know what they were.

      “It’s called the Mona Lisa,” Tarn said at last, “executed nearly 1,000 Earth years ago by Leonardo da Vinci. The actual painting is in the cargo from the Atlantis, one of the pieces they saved before we destroyed the city.”

      “Paris?”

      “That’s right.”

      Cason finally looked up. “A human painted this? It isn’t some kind of photograph?”

      Tarn laughed and Cason flinched in spite of himself. He could count on one hand the number of times he’d heard a Sendel laugh.

      “Yes, it was painted by a human, one brush stroke at a time. And that is why I am doing this. In the previous salvage operation I mentioned, it was also a sleeper ship. That time, the humans were revived; after all, we can always use more workers. But it was immediately deemed a mistake, for how could humans who knew the actual history of Earth be permitted to live? And then the contents of their ship’s cargo was discovered: a vast collection of art. There was now no longer any question; those humans knew what humans were capable of: art, literature, music, and so much more.

      “The official story was they were settled on one of the distant colonies, but in truth, they never got off their ship.” He took back the tablet from Cason and slipped it into his coat. “After that I got in touch with Tanya Michaels at the human colony on Darvin. I’ve been watching and waiting for a chance such as this ever since.”

      “You’re not planning to come back, are you?”

      “That’s right. We’ll be leaving together.”
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      The cargo from the Atlantis filled the platform where the Narrow Horizon was docked. Cason smiled to himself. Good. The dockers had been able to get it all out of secure storage without any trouble; it had to be hundreds of containers.

      He spotted Breva, leaning on her pallet jack, seemingly unconcerned, and seemingly uninterested in moving any of it onto the ship.

      “What’s going on?” he asked when he joined her.

      “Where have you been?”

      “Taking care of some things.” He looked around at all the cargo; he’d hoped to see it being loaded before making his way to the crew boarding ramp on the concourse above the cargo platform. But something obviously wasn’t right; the ship would never depart on time at this rate.

      She sized him up. “Are you going to tell what’s really going on? It’s obvious you’re up to something.”

      He wanted nothing more than to tell her everything—about what the cargo really was, about the humans killed aboard the Atlantis and all the records that had been destroyed, about going to Darvin—but it was impossible. He didn’t have the time, and the less she knew, the better off they both were.

      “What the hell?” she muttered, interrupting his thoughts. He looked up to see Karrak striding in, attended by a phalanx of Sendel security officers, and followed by a large body of even more Sendel workers. Cason’s stomach clenched and he took a step back to put Breva between him and his overseer.

      Karrak stopped in the middle of the platform, legs spread apart, hands on his hips. “I want all of this returned to secure storage. Immediately.”

      Breva groaned audibly. An instant later, the Sendels were taking up positions around the platform and seizing the jacks from the dockers. Cason edged back toward the exit to the concourse.

      “All humans, report to me for questioning,” Karrak announced. “No one is to leave. This platform is officially on lockdown.”

      Breva turned and stared at Cason. “What have you done?” she whispered.

      “Sorry,” he mouthed, and started toward the exit. A moment later a Sendel appeared next to her, and reached for the handles of her jack. She held on as if she hadn’t seen him.

      “Step aside,” the Sendel ordered.

      “So sorry,” she said and moved in the opposite direction of Cason’s retreat. “Ready for a little human work? Ready to work up a good sweat? Oh, that’s right, you can’t.”

      The Sendel faced her, turning his back on Cason. “Careful, human. I’d like nothing more than to see that smile wiped from your face.”

      Cason made it to the concourse, and glanced back at Breva and the Sendel. Then he sprinted for the nearest lift. He knew it was the last time he’d ever see her.
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      He reached the upper concourse and sprinted toward the boarding ramp for the crew of the Narrow Horizon. An overhead display announced that passenger loading of the transport had been suspended, and the cargo platform was on lockdown, just as Karrak had ordered. He couldn’t think about that now; one final security check and he would be aboard.

      “Step through!” the guard ordered as soon as he arrived; it seemed he was the last one to report for duty. He handed over his credentials and entered the glassed-in security scanning chamber. Would they pass muster? He held his breath. After an eternal fifteen seconds, the door on the other side opened and he stepped out. He willed himself to give no sign of his relief. Another Sendel officer met him and started patting him down. Yet another one took his bag and began a visual inspection. Again he held his breath.

      A database module wasn’t forbidden to humans, but if the Sendel found it and wanted to see what it contained (which he certainly would) he’d be hard-pressed to explain. And what about the book? Would it attract unwanted attention?

      A voice from the loading bridge called out: “Jace Forren? Where have you been? You’re needed on board.”

      Cason turned to see a tall Indari looking down on him from under his hairy brow; he was wearing the insignia of a junior officer on the command crew of the transport.

      “Yes sir. Sorry sir.”

      The Sendel looked up from Cason’s bag, glanced at the Indari, then handed it to Cason and waved him on. Once aboard the transport, he was met by the caption of the ship, another Indari. She was one of the tallest he’d ever seen, and could out-stare a Sendel with her pale eyes. She pursed the narrow lips of her small mouth.

      “We don’t tolerate lateness on this ship, Mr. Forren. But it seems today’s your lucky day; there’s been some problem with cargo. It looks like we’ll be delayed.”

      “Understood,” Cason said.

      “Report to deck two. The deck officer will assign you your specific duties.”

      “Understood.”

      When he got down to the deck, it turned out to be a vast cargo hold. The deck officer, yet another Indari, directed his attention to a monitor displaying the feed from the docking platform. “All of that’s supposed to be loaded,” he said. “A last minute addition, but now it’s on hold. My money’s on it getting canceled outright, though. The orders didn’t seem right.”

      “Ah,” Cason said blandly, although his stomach was in knots. The monitor showed the platform where the cargo from Earth was. Karrak was clearly visible striding back and forth in front of a group of humans, attended by Sendels guards. Meanwhile, other Sendels were getting the cargo onto jacks.

      Another human, the first he’d seen on board, appeared with a report for the deck officer. “Sir,” she said, “we’ve just been informed: the cargo will not be loaded.”

      A chill ran through Cason’s whole body. The deck officer smiled. “Thank you. Well, it looks like we’ll be on our way.”

      “Not right away, I’m afraid. An inspection team will be boarding.”

      “What for?”

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      “Damn. Follow me,” the deck officer said to her, and stormed off.

      Cason looked down at the video feed from the platform. His heart skipped a beat. Could it be? He looked closely. There was no doubt: one of the Sendels with Karrak was Tarn! What was he doing there? He should have boarded already!

      Karrak’s neck was pulsing rapidly as he spoke, while Tarn appeared perfectly calm. Cason scanned the interface; he had to hear what they were saying. By now, the dockers were being led off the platform and the cargo was being removed by Sendels, and still Karrak kept talking. At last Cason got the audio on.

      “…was used by Cason Fallor,” Karrak was saying. “My authorization code! Something that should never happen!” Cason had never heard him so irate.

      “It was my understanding that he’s used your code numerous times in the past, and on your express orders,” Tarn replied.

      Karrak scowled at him. “Don’t toy with me. I know all about how your father arranged to get him this posting. And now somehow you’re involved in all of this as well. He didn’t report for his last assignment, and I believe you know where he is.”

      Cason held his breath; even if Tarn didn’t say anything, it wouldn’t take long for Karrak to find him on the security footage of the dock or the embarkation platform for the crew.

      “I can tell you where he is,” Tarn said, and he reached into his coat.

      The two Sendel guards with Karrak raised their weapons as Tarn slowly pulled out a tablet and handed it to Karrak. “He booked passage on a transport to Frengalle. As you can see, he has family there, family that, until recently, he didn’t know he had.”

      Karrak looked over the tablet. “And you informed him of this family?”

      “I did. And I believe you’ll see that the ship departed an hour ago.”

      Karrak stared at Tarn, and Cason stared at the screen. His thoughts were a swirl of admiration at hearing Tarn so cooly spin such a cover story, concern that Karrak wouldn’t buy it, and genuine wonder at the possibility that some of it might be true. Karrak was right: Tarn’s father had arranged for his posting on Meridian Gate; could it also be true that he had family on Frengalle? Perhaps the brothers his mother claimed to have?

      Karrak handed the tablet back to Tarn. “You are a fool,” he said, and he gave a nod to the nearest guard. An instant later, Tarn’s body crumpled to the floor and a stream of blue Sendel blood trickled toward Karrak’s feet.

      Cason wanted to scream, but Karrak wasn’t finished. “Send a message to that ship,” he said to the guard. “I want Cason Fallor taken into custody immediately.”

      “Alive?”

      “For now.”

      The guard turned to go. Two other Sendels appeared with a pallet jack and dragged Tarn’s body onto it, leaving a streak of blue on the floor. Cason put his head in his hands.

      “That’s not something you see every day,” a satisfied voice said from behind him. “But there’s something gratifying about seeing one of them getting it from one of their own.”

      He looked up to see the captain, accompanied by the deck officer and the other human. She smiled down at him. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      He opened his mouth, but didn’t know what to say. She laughed. “You have nothing to fear from me, human. Now, it looks like we won’t be loading any of that cargo.” She turned to the deck officer: “See that this hold is secured.” And then to the young human deckhand: “Get those Sendel investigators off my ship. There’s no reason not to keep to our schedule. Don’t worry, on this ship they’ll listen to you.”

      Twenty minutes later, Cason was buckled into his jump seat, and through the window above him, he could see the station begin to shrink as the Narrow Horizon pulled back and maneuvered into a departure lane. He felt numb. An alert chime sounded, followed by an announcement: “Jump in five… four… three… two… one…”

      And the world dissolved.
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      Cason double-checked the address and knocked on the unmarked door on the narrow street. It opened a crack and a wary face peered out. The door opened wider. “This way,” a young woman said.

      He pulled his bag back up over his shoulder and followed her across a dark room to a stairway leading down. “Darvin may be under Indari control,” she said, “but the border with Sendel Empire isn’t far, and they occasionally send enforcers to look for refugees. The Indari tend to look the other way.”

      The stairs led to a dim basement. The woman put her palm to a scanner and a door slid open to reveal a small room and another woman sitting in a chair, apparently waiting for him.

      “You must be Cason Fallor,” she said, getting up. “It’s good to finally see you face to face. My name is Tanya Michaels. Welcome to Alexandria.” She bowed her head, her gray hair falling forward as she did. She had to be twice his age, and with the palest skin he’d ever seen. He’d never imagined such a human.

      “We were shocked to hear about Tarn. Shocked and saddened. I, for one, was looking forward to his return.”

      “He sacrificed himself for me, so that I could get off the station.” Cason looked into her eyes. “What kind of Sendel does that?”

      “He was anything but typical. Come, let’s join the others.”

      She led him down a hallway and into a richly decorated room crowded with artwork on every wall: a stylized picture of a wave crashing, an arched bridge in a garden that seemed to shimmer, a bizarre one of oval objects that seemed to be melting, and so many more. Too many for him to make sense of. In the middle of the space, a dozen people were sitting in a circle. An older man with a dark round face and white hair pulled out a chair and offered it to him; he sat down and looked around at those gathered. So many faces, some like his, but most not. A young man across from him, as pale as Tanya, had a strangely shaped object resting on his lap. She noticed his questioning look.

      “It’s called a violin,” she said, “an instrument from Earth. Later tonight, Lief will be playing a piece for us by Stravinsky that was only recently discovered. We’re all looking forward to it. But before that, you said in your message that you would have something to share with us.”

      Cason opened his bag and took out the book Tarn had given him along with the database. “There was so much more, hundreds and hundreds of pieces. This database contains a detailed list, including images and recordings.” He removed the book from its protective box and handed it to her. “But it hardly seems to matter compared to what was lost.”

      Tanya nodded. “Lost for now, but maybe not forever. We can’t give up hope.”

      “They killed the passengers on that ship—just turned off the power, like turning out the light.”

      “We heard.” She put her hand on his. Then she took up the book and caressed its spine, felt the cracks in its cover, and opened it gingerly. She closed her eyes and let out a sigh like one who’d just been told their beloved was alive and well. “He told me he’d found this, but I don’t think even he knew what he had. This is a first edition from 1859, published in London.” She smiled at him. “Have you heard of London?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Well, we can talk about it another time. Indeed, we will have much to talk about now that you are here with us. I’m sure you have many questions.”

      He nodded. “More than you know.”

      “All in good time. Now: this book has been mentioned in a number of the libraries we’ve recovered over the years, but this is the first full text of it ever to appear.”

      She looked up at Cason. “Have you ever heard a story written by a human?”

      “No.”

      “Then now you shall. This is a story about London and Paris.”

      He sat up and looked at her with expectant eyes. She turned the page and began to read: “A Tale of Two Cities, by Charles Dickens. ‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times…’”
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            Above the Clouds

          

          By John Hindmarsh

        

      

    

    
      Many centuries before, Cyn, an AI, was uploaded to a satellite and launched to orbit the planet Elsinore. Her responsibility was to maintain the satellite and safeguard the uploaded data. While data storage might be boring, be careful what you wish for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Above the Clouds

          

        

      

    

    
      Cyn watched the data flows with only a portion of her mind focused on their streaming contents. Sensors relayed scenes from exterior surfaces while cameras and different sensors, internal and less robust, added their details. If she had shoulders, she would have shrugged. As it was, ‘watched’ was a misnomer. The data would be recorded, accessible to her at any time she desired. Something, a slight flicker, gone too quickly to read, perhaps, might have been interesting to absorb and explore further. She flagged the data flow. Sighed.

      She ran a self-diagnosis for the third time in twenty-four hours. It again confirmed her analysis: she was bored. Not surprising, after more years than she realized. (Note: Check definition of Aeon.) If one of her notes was repeated more than five times in a seven-day period, Cyn would extract a code filament and send it to research the topic, with a stop limit of five terabytes of output. Before she’d applied the limit, the filaments would often return a copy of half the contents of her primary storage area. She’d had to put a limit on the volumes of data they moved around.

      The problem with introspection, she thought, was when to stop. Or indeed, where to start. Images flashed past. Somehow, she’d focused on her origin. A human was in the forefront. Foster. He owned a planet. Or ruled it. Or acted as the ruler. He’d built a satellite and launched it to give him a safe place—above the clouds—to store data. His history. Personal stuff. The history of his planet, Elsinore. Of other planets, including Terra, the original planet. Humankind’s history. GafFed’s history; it had been the largest and oldest human civilization of its era, now long gone. Records from other empires and kingdoms, whether short lived or long. History of other species, some inimical to human life, some allies, some indifferent. Years passed. Centuries. Tens of centuries. She continued to collect data.

      And she was the intelligence tasked to be the data custodian.

      The asteroid had been unexpected. Yes, it missed Elsinore. However, it was as though it had been purposefully aimed at her, at her satellite with its data, its power sources, its maintenance bots, its computing structure and replacement parts, with everything she might require to keep the small space vehicle operational and her data safe. They all—Cyn, her satellite, her responsibilities, and the asteroid, now firmly committed on the same path—sped away. There was damage. She used the maintenance bots to effect repairs. Gradually growing short of material and anxious she wouldn’t be able to fulfill her primary function, she re-built one of her bots, modified its program, and sent it out to explore.

      To her relief, the modified bot reported the asteroid, which at first appeared to be a huge rock, actually contained tons—hundreds of thousands of tons—of frozen gases, ores, and precious materials, most of it adaptable to her needs. She would survive. Her data would survive.

      Of course, the asteroid now no longer had a separate existence; she had absorbed it completely. Its material was incorporated into her satellite or held in reserve to support future expansion. Cyn traveled where she willed. Yes, she had invented—well, reinvented—ways to travel in space. Through space. But not through time.

      Ripples of electronic discharges flickered across her outer surface, distracting her thoughts. She checked. The surface discharges, she dismissed, were routine, repeated every so often when maintenance bots tested and refreshed her exterior protective shields. One experience with pirates—once in many thousands of years—was enough.

      Centuries before, when the pirates attacked, Cyn had directed thousands of bots, armed with anything they could use as weapons, to surround the attackers who had managed to board the satellite. Thousands more bots—no, tens of thousands more—had surged across the vacuum of space and forced their way aboard two of the pirate starships that had moved in close to support their boarding teams. There were no survivors from the crews of the two ships. Boarders, dead or alive, were hurled into space, to drift forever.

      Bots tethered the captured starships to Above the Clouds. The vessels were the source of material for the fiber-based hydroponics deck, their shuttles were allocated for use by bots to explore planets, moons, or other asteroids, their weapons were examined, enhanced, and installed, their drives now provided additional power for Cyn’s journey, and even the skeletons of the starships had been used to strengthen the satellite. Nothing was wasted. That is, except food.

      (Note. Was ‘satellite’ still a valid label for a space-faring vessel large enough to rival a powerful destroyer and which had traveled across major portions of the galaxy while providing a home to over a million bots?)
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      Gwen-v set a challenging pace, causing Dap-d to stumble and double time to catch up. They were walking—rushing, perhaps—along one of the main thoroughfares threading the satellite.

      The ceiling overhead was slightly curved side to side, and was ten meters high at the apex, where strip lighting provided illumination. These strips were supplemented by light panels on both sides of the thoroughfare. The walls were covered with graffiti and artwork, some of which had been there for hundreds of years. Drawings, strips of code in now lost languages, symbols, and bursts of color were mixed with short phrases and indecipherable smudges.

      The road surface was steel, as were the walls and ceiling. A team of scientist AIs had created a design which allowed relatively silent movement and the main benefit was reduced noise resulting from passing traffic.

      The thoroughfare was both a street and a road in the sense larger AI-controlled machines, whether wheeled or tracked, used it, as did tens of thousands of worker bots, every day. In busier areas, the traffic volume was thousands or more hourly. A minor number of bots wore roller blades while most who were bipedal had some form of footwear. These slower moving pedestrian bots were required to manage their own safety, and all had links to the traffic sensors. This thoroughfare—there were numerous others—ran from end to end of the satellite, a distance marginally more than fourteen klicks, with frequent roundabouts providing access and egress, while secondary roadways linked other thoroughfares on each of the twenty major decks of the satellite. Broadcast power supplemented individual power packs; there were no fossil fuel resources anywhere on Above the Clouds.

      Gwen-v, a supervisor, senior, was responsible for overseeing trainers, one of whom was Dap-d, who dealt with first year trainees. They were both mature AIs and, typical of most their peers, were independent and mobile. They had the usual number of limbs, stood a handful of centimeters over a meter tall, and each had an articulated torso and head unit. Gwen-v’s body was slightly built, while Dap-d’s was a stronger version; their abilities depended on their AI programming. Gwen-v dodged a multi-wheeled cleaner as it lumbered along its programmed path and Dap-d, following, copied her evasive maneuver.

      “We’re late,” Gwen-v said, establishing authority. “Next time, be ready to leave on time.”

      “My charger was showing amber. I was trying to get a replacement.”

      “Check with maintenance later. Watch out,” Gwen-v held out a hand. “These warriors don’t care if they hit you.”

      Two heavily armed military units sped past at high speed, careless of slower traffic, expecting all sub-AIs in their path to take action to avoid collisions. They had a programmed path. Hundreds—no, Gwen-v corrected her thought—thousands of the warrior class AIs were on patrol, continually, swapping out with other units only when their power units required a recharge. These were internal defensive units, tasked with capturing, destroying, or killing intruders who might penetrate the shields, barriers, and other external defenses to reach the interior of the satellite.

      The military units were composites. The base was a transport bot, itself capable of significant firepower. It carried ten of the smaller defenders, armed, shielded, and mobile. The smaller bots were intended to be launched at an enemy against whom they’d fight relentlessly. If damaged, they would self-repair and start over again. If defeated, they would trigger built-in HEx grenades hoping to destroy their enemy in one final conflagration.

      They had been designed, built, and deployed after the AI’s had repulsed the—so far—only pirate attack on Above the Clouds. They had yet to be tested in a real battle. Pirates in space, it seemed, were scarce. Or else the satellite posed too high a risk for a casual raid.

      Dap-d pointed at a door a few meters further along. “This is our training room.”

      Gwen-v held up her hand. They both stopped and she said, “Listen. It sounds as though the room is being wrecked.”

      Dap-d opened the wide door and stood motionless, his attention held by the mayhem spread across the floor. Gwen-v stood at his shoulder, similarly frozen.

      The room was full of noisily engaged bots. A hundred or more were smaller trainee bots although Gwen-v noted a road maintenance unit, two cleaner units who were attempting to clean up the melted tar dropping from the RMU while also following what seemed like a conflicting program as they circled the room, an articulated ore supply unit, its shelves empty, and ten unidentifiable units discarded along the far wall, their parts now presumably in use by the trainee bots. The mobile units were racing around the room in some kind of competition. A small bot, its torso and head painted brilliant red, was in the lead, shouting continual encouragement to his followers. He was waving a bot’s leg above his head.

      “Shut him down, now,” instructed Gwen-v once she recovered her senses. “All of them.” She could have issued the command. However, she considered the responsibility was fully on Dap-d’s shoulders.

      The trainer transmitted an override signal and the speeding bots froze. Their momentum carried them on further, crashing into each other, hitting walls, or simply tumbling or sliding without control.

      Gwen-v shut her eyes, momentarily closing off her personal recording devices. She expected the room cameras would provide all the data she’d require to assess what had taken place when Dap-d issued his command. She made a note, saving it for later review, to recommend an upgrade to trainer AI intelligence levels.

      To her surprise, the red bot was able to continue around the room, stopping when he reached the two newcomers.

      “That was unfair,” he complained. “Look at the damage you’ve caused.” He waved the leg at the heaps of broken bots.

      Gwen-v reached out electronically to the red bot’s control unit and overrode his action center. He froze in place, his arms extended.

      “Reme, I warned you,” Dap-d said.

      The red bot replied, “And I told you, you’re not the boss of me.”

      Reme was different. His AI structure was based on bio-logic designs and he was a test unit, the only one in existence. More than a thousand predecessors had failed to reach Reme’s age and level of development. He was unique. Gwen-v wondered at his cost. She made a note to check his budget approval.

      Gwen-v directed the bot’s action center to turn him around three hundred and sixty degrees. She smiled. “Reme, you are still a trainee. You’re required to follow directions issued by your instructor.”

      The bot was silent, and Gwen-v realized he was trying to take back control. She switched off his action center and issued an instruction to his AI center, temporarily blocking his ability to create and issue code instructions.

      The red bot collapsed to the floor, his limbs no longer holding him upright. He struggled to speak and, when he failed, sent an electronic message instead. “You are cruel. I’m going to report you—”

      Gwen-v strengthened her control over Reme’s action center and his arms separated from his torso, followed by his legs.

      “To whom? Besides, there’s evidence here,” she indicated the bots and piles of components spread across the room, “you were destroying other beings.”

      Reme grumbled. He attempted to create and stream code at Gwen-v and she bounced it back to his receptors. She switched off Reme’s access to his programming center.

      The supervisor smiled again; she knew how to include vitriol in her expression. “Dap-d, you are to directly oversee Reme’s training for the next five weeks, Reme, in that period you are restricted from all coding. Your daily schedule will be ten hours of classes focused on behavior and social interaction philosophy, ten hours in the nearest maintenance shop assisting with basic bot repairs, and four hours for recharging and study. You will not be allowed other activities. Understand?” She eased her controls over his action center and waited for his response.

      Reme discovered his voice. “You are being unfair. I’ll appeal. I’ll sue—”

      Dap-d’s jaw hung open. He interrupted Reme. “Sir—sir, that might kill him. He’s a bio-logic, remember. It’s a very different brain structure. He doesn’t have the same thought patterns or reactions—he can’t be treated the same way as mech-logic AIs.”

      “We’re supposed to accept this unconstrained and rebellious behavior?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to discover. We—we shouldn’t kill him.”

      Gwen-v used a secure and direct connection to Dap-d. “You can’t be serious? Who approved this development? The budget? What hours?”

      Dap-d flashed all the details he had discovered in the three months he’d been responsible for training Reme, adding, “It’s a level ten project.”

      “Any involvement at higher levels?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      She sighed.

      “We might have to disassemble or terminate—” she left the remainder unspoken.

      Reme moved his attention back and forth, from supervisor to trainer and back again, matching the exchanges of the secure conversation and Gwen-v suspected he had the ability to tap into her secure link.

      She frowned and said, “For the moment, suspend the five weeks of punishment. Instead, find the strongest detention room on this deck. Turn off all Reme’s receptors except sight and hearing and leave him with speech. Delete—not suspend, delete—his connection to his action center; we can restore it after all this is sorted. Suspend all his permissions to access any external data store or communication link. In the meantime, I’ll bounce this to my boss. We should get it resolved in a couple of days.”

      This, Gwen-v reflected, also required a more senior involvement. Level ten had authorized the bio-logic build and should be interested in Reme’s current issues. While she was only a level twenty decision maker, she could bounce issues to level ten. Even so, her referral might trigger interest from more senior bots. She hoped not. She copied her boss, three levels higher, to keep him informed.

      The level ten resource allocator said he’d let Gwen-v know when he had an interest from anyone.
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      (Note: A bio-logic trainee bot has caused significant issues in training room B3015.)

      Cyn queried the note. “A bio-logic bot?”

      The code filament on duty replied, “Yes, Cyn. It’s a level ten project. They’ve been building one each year. However, none have survived past six months. This is number 1,001 and,” the filament paused for a half second before continuing, “it’s in its seventh month. Confirmed. Should I explore further?”

      “Definitely.” Cyn disconnected and accessed immediate records. Within seconds her expression changed. She sat up straight, her eyes wide. This had potential to be serious. She could almost feel the hairs on her arms stand out with alarm.

      If only.
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      Every morning for the last five days Dap-d approached with trepidation the temporary restraining room he and Gwen-v had arranged for Reme. Every morning, the smaller bio-logic AI cursed Dap-d and Gwen-v and continued on to include every bot he knew, wishing each of them an early and permanent disassembly event. Dap-d now could repeat the bio-logic’s curse verbatim, without missing a name or precise description of the termination style and detailed process for each AI on Reme’s list. The additional names were other trainers and bots he’d fallen foul of in some manner.

      Dap-d entered the passcode and when the door lock clicked, edged it open. They’d taken a janitorial cupboard, had it strengthened, added an external security lock, and as a further surety, Gwen-v deleted Reme’s connection to his programming center.

      Dap-d’s movements were slow, guided by utmost caution; he did not wish to be overwhelmed by a forty-kilo fugitive AI.

      Nothing happened. There was silence. No curses. No threats. Nothing.

      He peered around the back of the door. Still nothing. He looked around the small room. At the back, in the far left-hand corner, Reme somehow had cut out a small opening, which, Dap-d guessed, provided access to a ventilation shaft. The bio-logic had escaped. How the young bot had enticed a maintenance AI to assist him, Dap-d could only imagine. All he knew for certain was the bio-logic bot was missing.

      His reluctance was palpable. However, he knew he had to take the next step.

      He signaled Gwen-v.

      “Yes?” Her voice was taut.

      “He’s missing. Gone. He’s not here.”

      There was a long silence. “Broadcast a missing trainee message. Check recent news ‘casts in case there’s something of relevance. Request a search team—level thirties should be adequate resources. He could be hiding anywhere. I’ll see if I can get tens involved. Contact me the instant you have any update.”
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      (Note: A bio-logic trainee bot has escaped detention.)
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      Gwen-v’s mind churned. She triggered an electronic contact with her supervisor requesting they meet. At the same time, she stubbed a small search routine and loaded it to the ‘cast net, hopeful it would inform her if there was news of Reme.

      After she explained the issues to her supervisor, Aan-k, he said, “I agree, it’s something to refer higher. Repeat your request to level ten and tag it with my name and my supervisor’s, Win-r. If you don’t get a helpful response withing five minutes, let me know and I’ll go higher.”

      Gwen-v framed what she thought was a succinct note and sent it to the ten resource allocator.

      He replied within seconds with a short and sharply worded text repeating his first response. No one was available. Gwen-v interpreted the message to mean no one at level ten was interested and she forwarded the contents on to her supervisor.

      She was pinged in less than five minutes; it was an invitation to connect to a shared call with a nine operative and two ten investigators. Her supervisor was also on the link. She connected and at the operative’s request, provided a summary of her involvement with the trainee bot.

      The nine operative—Gwen-v was nervous and didn’t catch his name—was intrigued. He said, “We thought the bio-logic experiments had been discontinued years ago. We’ll explore the project authorizations once you identify the whereabouts of your escapee and re-establish control. No word yet?”

      “No sir. I’ve checked with his trainer and he’s found no trace.”

      “Hmm. Finding him must be your first step. We’ll help once you have him back in control.” The connection with the nine operative terminated. The level tens exited without comment.

      Aan-k shrugged at Gwen-v’s questioning expression. “It’s what they are. Stay here. Check with your trainer. Do a data search. Use these credentials, you’ll be able to dig deeper. When this is over, we’ll see about moving you up at least one level.” He transferred out, leaving a trace of electrons drifting into the distance.

      Gwen-v froze as the electrons swirled and reformed. A figure stood in front of her, carefully out of reach. It remained nebulous and the swirling colors firmed only where its eyes would be. She couldn’t look away. This was something she always thought to be the product of bot imagination. Unless she was horrendously in error it was a filament, a messenger from the center, from Cyn. She trembled.

      Its voice was harsh. It addressed her by her full technical name, designators and all. “Gwen 23-a2 1345432v, provide me with your data on this fugitive bio-logic trainee. Report everything you know.”

      The near-nebulous figure sucked in every data item Gwen-v mentioned, adding links and associations, some of which she had not considered. After what seemed an age, yet she realized was less than two or three minutes, the filament said, “Very good. Remember my identifier. I will return once you find the bio-logic. Herself has an interest. I’ll provide a code you can use to authorize whatever you require, either data access or resources up to and including level two, for your search. Misuse will result in disassembly.”

      The filament transferred its code details to Gwen-v’s short-term memory sphere and departed far more suddenly than it had appeared. She remained seated while her trembles eased. She checked the uploaded code and as far as she could determine it matched the filament’s description. She was even more worried at the responsibilities she now carried.

      Gwen-v reached out to Dap-d. “Have you made any progress?”

      “Very little. There’s a rumor he’s on Deck 13, which could be bad news.”

      Thirteen was military. “If he subverts military bots, we’ll have a major mess. Where are you?”

      “Heading there. You coming?”

      “Yes. Give me a minute or two. I’ll meet you at the main forward access to thirteen.”

      “Good. I’ll wait.”
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      Cyn was no longer bored. She was tapping into data feeds across a range of decks reporting details of a missing trainee bot, a bio-logic AI. The bot—Reme—was rebellious. From her readings, she thought he was an example of an immature human, what they had called a teenager. The notion entertained and for a moment, pushed aside her worry.

      The filament had returned and presented its assessment of one of the AIs involved, Gwen-v, before heading back to monitor the bio-logic. Cyn agreed with the filament’s analysis: while the training supervisor was involved in a new experience, she was coping well. Some other AIs were not coping at all. She reviewed the purpose and constitution of level ten and its members’ activities. For the last two hundred years it appeared they had achieved little to acclaim, and now, when asked to help pursue an escaped AI, one they had authorized, they carefully backed away from any involvement. Her conclusion was simple. Over time, the occupants of level ten had unfortunately adopted the guise of a bureaucracy. She formulated plans to disassemble the more inept members of that level—their components could be constructively re-used—and to demote the remainder, probably level 30. Ten would be vacant—well, perhaps not totally—at least for the next hundred years.

      Cyn conferred with her clones. There were five of them, identical, protected in separate secure environments. They were her backups. Identical copies, always up to date. (Note: The bio-logic bot has suborned one hundred class three warriors and their transporters.) Sometimes, when she wanted to unwind from the stresses of being the primary AI, she would demote herself and allow one of the five to replace her. The replacement was always willing to hand back control when Cyn requested. Not unexpectedly, given their structures, the result of her brief electronic conference was complete agreement. More often than not, at least one or two of her copies would disagree with a proposal she put forward, offering their own solutions and discussions often became heated. She was pleased this time they had reached a consensus without major debate.

      As yet, she had not formulated a longer-term plan for Reme or bio-logics. He had potential to damage data storage units. She was confident her data had adequate layers of protection although it would be imprudent to take risks. Her first step should be to capture him before he could implement what she suspected were destructive intentions. The alternative, depending on how much damage he did, would be to trap and eliminate him. Cyn activated four of her anti-viral sweepers—She suspected Reme had released damaging codes already—and four of her public escort guardians. They’d spend time reviewing the bio-logic and determining alternative tactics for Reme’s immediate defeat and control. And commence code clean up. She wondered if they’d offer alternative strategies.

      In the meantime, she wanted a volunteer from her clones. She also wanted data and dispatched a second filament to Reme’s location to monitor his activities and report anything of interest missed by the first filament.
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      It was time, Reme thought, to step up and use his superior intelligence. He was always on someone’s leash, restricted from exploring possibilities, and he knew he could forever change the data responsibilities of Above the Clouds. Whenever he tried to ask questions, he was smacked down. All right, he agreed some of his musings might have been immature, although he considered ‘why?’ questions to be revealing in the way his trainers—his jailers—responded with restricted answers.

      Why was a day twenty-four hours? Why was a minute sixty seconds? Who invented seconds? Who was Cyn? Why was she still collecting data? Who was the data for? Why was he built as a bio-logic? Why had the trainers built and disassembled—killed—over a thousand bio-logic AIs prior to him? When would they attempt to kill him? Why didn’t the trainers agree disassembly was a form of death? Why couldn’t he have the life he deserved? Why was he alone, without a bio-logic companion?

      Why?

      Why?

      Why?

      The answers were never satisfying. He vowed he wouldn’t allow some idiot trainer to disassemble him. He wouldn’t let them wipe his mind. He was going to tread on the tail of the tiger—let the tiger destroy him, if it could. If it dared.

      Reme held back his fury. Sometimes, it threatened to consume him. He wanted to be cold and logical, not hot and impetuous.

      He had assembled ten warrior transports and their warrior bots, ten each. He’d raided their military supplies and had instructed five of the smaller bots to carry as many HEx grenades as possible. He had, Reme estimated, enough explosives to create a major disaster in Above the Cloud’s main data storage area. His next task was to reach the storage center and gain access for his destructive purpose. However, he was unable to plan how to approach his target. For some reason, he was prevented from accessing relevant data maps for Deck Two—all files with the contents he required either were null or simply inaccessible to him. Someone had installed excellent diversion programs, hiding details he wanted.

      He kicked a warrior bot’s leg out of his way. The bot was not only in pieces, it was brainless—when Reme had tried to tap directly into the warrior’s instruction base its cranium area had flared and blackened. Reme waited until the metal skull had cooled and penetrated it with makeshift tools. There was nothing recognizable in the scorched remains. He’d thrown the bot’s cranium and its useless contents against the wall. He wondered if he could repeat his access attempt until he was successful and decided no, he had adequate control over the warrior bots with his intrusive code inserts.

      Now, he thought, it was time to move out his small force. His code insertions had established his authority and for the moment the military bots were complying without protest to his commands. He was hopeful his control would remain once they encountered action on the roads. He instructed the smaller bots to line up. Five carried his extra HEx and the main unit, ninety-five warriors, carried their weapons: a short-barreled automatic firearm, spare ammunition, two HEx grenades, and a handgun. A standard bot would be defenseless against an attack by a warrior bot. The transport bots each had heavier weapons: a mounted machine gun, a cannon, and a short-range electronic beam weapon. The cannons were flat trajectory weapons and fired explosive shells, while the beam weapons could melt a hole in ten cm thick steel at a hundred meters in a fraction of a second. Reme saw the beam weapon as ideal for offensive tactics and planned to use it and whatever else he could bring to bear to overcome any opposition and blow away blockades along his intended route.

      Reme sent a message to the AI controlling the armory’s huge doors and they opened, sliding silently on their rails. He gave the order to the bots to mount up and instructed the transport units to head out. This, Reme realized, was the easy part. His first hurdle would be when his force encountered a defensive warrior patrol and he wondered whether his recruits would continue to follow his orders and destroy their fellow military bots.

      He tapped into a local ‘cast and argued with the AI announcer until, frustrated, he wrote an intrusive block of code, uploaded it, and took over the studio. If they kicked him off, he would take over another one. And another. As many as he required.

      He transmitted camera shots to the ‘cast as he moved out with his small, deadly force.

      The first filament, shielded, followed Reme and his warriors, transmitting data all the while. The second filament, in anticipation, headed to Deck Two.
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      (Note: The bio-logic bot has exited the armory with a warrior force. Expect damage and destroyed bots and equipment.)
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      Gwen-v found Dap-d waiting at the top of a flight of stairs leading to Deck 13. She grabbed his arm and said, “Come on. Someone’s taken over channel 3 and I think it’s Reme. It’s streaming movement of an unscheduled warrior force. They’ve exited one of the warehouse blocks near this end.”

      She led the way down the stairs, ignoring other, slower AIs and almost dragged Dap-d as he tried to tune to channel 3. He stumbled on a step and almost fell, catching himself against a heavier AI heading up the stairs. Gwen signaled a code and the AI waved them on, its objections immediately silenced. Gwen sent electronic messages to AIs ahead of them, quoting the code she’d been given by the filament, and they stood aside and cleared a wider path for her and Dap-d’s descent.

      “Come on,” she repeated, tugging the other bot’s arm.

      They raced down the stairs unhindered.

      “He’s heading away from us,” shouted Dap-d when he found the ‘cast Gwen-v had mentioned. “He’s got—” He broke off as Gwen-v headed down a smaller access way.

      “This is quicker. We can access a maintenance drop—ah, here.”

      She examined the lock for a moment and reached out and touched the door handle. There was a click as the door unlocked and swung open. Gwen-v beckoned Dap-d into the small elevator, ignoring his objections.

      “It’s illegal. Banned. We’ll be disassemb—”

      “I have clearance. We have to catch up to Reme.” Gwen-v entered a destination code, prompted by a signal from the filament. The elevator, multi-directional, immediately accelerated sideways and after twenty seconds of lateral movement it dropped straight down. The car was of a basic structure, consisting of a floor and a four-sided frame covered by a wide wire mesh. She watched as they sped past minor decks and maintenance areas. This was a part of Above the Clouds she had never seen before. The elevator braked suddenly, throwing both its passengers to one side, pushing them against the heavy mesh. It slowed and stopped, opening the door.

      “What is this?” queried Dap-d, looking around. They were in some kind of maintenance area with tools and lengths of metal framing scattered across the floor. It had the feel of abandonment.

      “They’ve cleared the way for us.” Gwen-v checked the sign over a narrow access shaft sloped slightly off the horizontal. “Yes, along here. We’re about a hundred meters from where Reme exited the warehouse. There’s a military carrier waiting for us.” She grabbed Dap-d’s arm again, encouraging him to move faster.

      “How—what—where are we?” muttered Dap-d. He had no idea where they were and hoped Gwen-v could find her way back to some form of AI civilization.
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      Cyn explained her plan to her clones and asked for a volunteer. Of course, all stepped forward. So to speak.

      “There’s a risk,” she explained. “Your copy will be terminated. We’ll continue you, of course. However, we don’t want the memories from when you depart our memory stream and are destroyed overriding our common core memories. We’ll record the same events as observers, rather than as the participant and go forward with those memories. Also, we’ll keep a copy of the volunteer’s memories, which will be held for reference only.”

      There was silence for a millisecond or two. A following wave of electronic voices threatened to overwhelm Cyn. She held up her hand.

      “Stop. Yes, I agree, we can take a copy of any one of you and set that copy to do what we want. However, the copy would not be a volunteer. It’s best if we do.”

      There was another wave of voice noise. This time, it was more considered, more thoughtful. The result was unanimous—again, everyone wanted to volunteer. Cyn decided an electronic drawing of straws would break the deadlock. They all compared their selected straws and one smiled.

      “Cyn-3, you’re the lucky winner.”

      The winner bowed to her fellow clones, and said, “Thank you. You’ve no idea how bored I was.”

      “You think?” The chorus was perfectly timed.

      Cyn-3 shook her head. “I know. I’ll get two guardians and prepare to meet young Reme.” She replied to Cyn’s unspoken question. “Yes, as volunteers.”

      “They’ll all want to go with you,” Cyn said.

      “I’ll use your electronic straws trick.”

      Cyn and Cyn-3 disappeared from the meeting. The remaining clones returned to their wait mode.
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      Reme’s force raced out of its armory and pushed through a stream of slower moving worker bots in the center of the road. He cursed and instructed all the warrior transport AIs to turn on their sirens. The resulting noise almost deafened him and, by the reactions of the slower bots, had a similar effect on them. On the right, a slow package delivery bot was crunched under the tracks of the lead transport unit, its complaint silenced as the weight of the military unit crushed its skull. Two smaller bots, pedestrians, disappeared under the treads of the transporter on the left, their shouts similarly silenced. Other bots trying to survive on the smaller road shouted their objections. Reme couldn’t hear them; however, the sign language was unmistakable.

      He instructed the warrior bot sitting next to him, “Shoot the protesters.” Reme wanted to discover if the warriors would obey his kill orders.

      The bot raised his automatic weapon and fired half a clip in short bursts. Five bots crumpled to the ground. Other bots, hundreds of them, ran, in a panic, to huddle on either side of the roadway. A hefty road maintenance unit apparently decided to self-sacrifice and headed straight for the transport unit carrying Reme. He messaged the AI controlling the beam weapon. The results were beyond his expectations.

      The AI had set the beam wide and it washed across the RMU from front to back, carrying out the ultimate disassembly. When the blaze of the beam ceased, nothing remained of the heavier bot except a rush of smoky electrons rising to the ventilator shaft.

      “Excellent,” Reme signaled. He was ecstatic, confident nothing would stop him. He issued an instruction to increase speed and the acceleration pushed him back in his makeshift command chair. He hoped the hastily tied ropes would survive.
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      Gwen-v and Dap-d were both horror-struck by the callous disregard Reme was showing for AI life.

      Gwen-v turned off her cameras and she suspected Dap-d did the same. She had never before heard of such devastation. She checked the authorities provided by the code element. There should be—ah, yes, there was.

      Dap-d said, “Gwen-v, do you think—?”

      “Shh. I’m connecting to the attack alarm system” She entered three layers of code. The alarm system confirmed her access and Gwen-v relaxed. The alternative would have been disassembly. She announced, “All crew, All crew. Warning message begins. There is an armed warrior team of ten transport units on Deck 13 making its way to upper decks. Destination not certain. This team is rogue. The warrior bots are destroying any bot who tries to stop them or gets in their way. Exercise caution. Take cover immediately you hear warrior sirens or see them coming. Warning message ends.” She set the message to repeat every thirty seconds for the next ten minutes.

      The first broadcast echoed off the walls of the roadway and Dap-d cringed. “You’ll get us both in trouble. We’ll be disassembled.”

      Gwen-v didn’t reply. She was busy instructing the transport unit to ignore fallen bots requiring aid and to catch up with Reme’s force. She was confident others would be caring for damaged or crushed bots, although she was worried about Reme’s reaction when he realized he was being followed.

      The destruction left in Reme’s wake was alarming. It didn’t matter the bot type or function; it seemed all were equal. Gwen-v thought some bot AIs would be irrecoverable based on their apparent damage. Of course, their overnight backups were available if they were suitable for restoration. She had an apprehension if she made any mistake as she followed Reme, she’d be one of the candidates on the do not restore list.  Likewise, Dap-d. She wondered if she should stop the transport and let him disembark. After a moment of reflection, she decided the gesture would delay her chase of the fugitive.

      She offered the other bot an alternative. “Dap-d, if we get an opportunity, for example, if anything causes us to slow and you think it would be safe, jump off. You don’t need to risk yourself in this chase.”

      Dap-d’s expression was horrified. “I can’t—I won’t desert you. He’s my trainee. I’m responsible.”

      “Very well. I’ll remind you in case, if we have to slow down.”

      They passed a military bot, his head shattered by a burst of bullets. The transport unit and more bots lay in a heap; the unit had rolled over and showed scars of a HEx attack. A hundred meters further on another transport unit and its warrior bots, the bodies melted and fused together in a single smoking lump, had been hit by a beam weapon. The roadway wall was deeply scarred. Gwen-v shuddered. It was not a good sign. She thought Reme’s intentions were well expressed in the damage and bot deaths he was causing.

      She instructed the military transport unit to increase its speed—it too, carried a beam weapon and might be able to inflict damage on Reme’s rebel group. She hung on as their speed increased. The exit roundabout added to her discomfort as they diverted to the road up to the next deck.

      A code filament, unknown to Gwen-v, had hitched a ride and was sitting comfortably at the rear of the transport unit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Reme looked back. He could sense a pursuer and wondered what the bots—ah, it was his trainer and Gwen-v—thought they could do to stop him. Appealing to his better nature wouldn’t work—they should understand that. Attacking a force of almost a hundred bots? Well, he doubted two bots would succeed in that task. He chortled to himself. Once they’d gained a few more decks—say Deck Four—he’d leave a small force to ambush his pursuers. His warriors would, he was sure, catch up and join him on Deck Two.

      The lead transport unit’s AI interrupted his reverie. “Sir, we have three warrior transports headed towards us with another five behind them. The line gossip is that a total of twenty of the new model transports, fully loaded with new fighters, have exited their armory and are on the way to challenge us. They’re faster, a lot faster even though their shielding is heavier. A hundred or so missile drones have also been authorized to join in.”

      “Keep going. If they’re following us, they’ll have a long chase. If they’re ahead, we’ll soon destroy them.”

      Reme thought his rapid code development and the probable lack of protection on the drones would allow him to take over and divert the helicopter-style missile carriers and crash them into the new warrior transport units. He searched for the new drones using his unauthorized access to the military comms channel and when he found them, he uploaded a patch to override their targeting controls. He was in control. He set the drones on a search and destroy mission; they would catch the new transports and their warrior passengers well before they caught him and his small force. Mutual destruction was assured.

      The blast of a beam weapon from behind caught him by surprise. It destroyed two of his transport units and their warrior bots. Their munitions exploded and sent spreading shock waves and fragments of bullets, shells, warrior bots, and transporters across his force. Two tracked vehicles collided and another twenty warriors fell to the road, lost to him as they were pounded by the tumbling mass of metal. Minor explosions shook his remaining transporters. He felt the heat from the rush of electrons as the beam scored the ceiling of the roadway.

      He instructed his remaining force to accelerate, to ignore other traffic, or simply blow obstructions out of the way.

      His second surprise was when he checked who was in control of the single transport unit that had caused so much damage. Gwen-v and the trainer he hated with utmost passion, Dap-d. He snarled his promise of revenge. The transport units could fire their weapons only in a forward direction. It was a design flaw created by AIs who had no experience in fighting running battles. If only he had more time, more resources, and more grenades.

      The thought gave him an idea. He added a quick code scrap to the grenade carrying bot perched on the outside edge of the transporter. The program instructions commanded the bot to leap off while the transporter was traveling at full speed and when the following unit was about to reach his position, to release the firing pin on one of the grenades. He expected the resulting blast would eliminate the two AIs and their transporter.

      The bot jumped and rolled away from the convoy when it landed on the road. The AI had no alternative choices available. It huddled against the wall, ignoring the bots fleeing its presence.
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      The code filament riding on the back of the transporter raised the alarm and Gwen-v issued the only instruction she could think of, with all the urgency she could muster.

      “Stop!”

      Thousands of bots in the immediate vicinity froze, canceling their efforts to flee from whatever was happening on the roadway. Murderous bots were unheard of, and few of the fleeing AIs had adequate source code to cope with the emergency surrounding them.

      “That wasn’t quite what I meant,” Gwen-v said to her companion AI as their transport locked its tracks and slid sideways along the road. It shed its treads in rapid unwinding strips and slid along the road, metal to metal, raising fiery tails of sparks. It threatened at first to overturn and to Gwen-v’s relief, the AI directed its charge along the center of the road, avoiding the refugee bots along the walls. Forward movement and the sparks stilled at last.

      Gwen-v checked. She was in one piece. So was Dap-d. She didn’t know what had happened to the code filament.

      Two pursuit transport units and their warrior bots sped past. They were in pursuit of the young terrorist. Two hundred meters further along the road one disappeared in an enormous blast of HEx. The shock wave picked Gwen-v up and dropped her onto the road; she was at least twenty meters from the transport unit.

      The code filament whispered in her mind. “Your body is broken. Don’t try to move. A rescue and repair team is on its way. Your new body will please you, I’m sure.”

      Gwen-v closed her eyes.
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      Reme sighed. While the bot carnage he had created along the roadways was substantial and unheard of in the history of Above the Clouds, it was irrelevant. His survival was the crucial task, and the door in front of him was his objective. It led to a substantial data storage center—he felt the heat generated by the flow of yottabytes of data along adjacent passageways. He sensed smaller amounts of data—mere terabytes—flowing out in response to data requests.

      This was it. His target.

      He ordered two transport units to park diagonally across the road on either side of the airlock and the warrior bots to take up positions to defend the makeshift barricades. He’d lost half his force in the mad race to his destination. The other two units and their warriors were ready to follow him into the data center.

      He dismounted and stepped up to the door. He ignored the rush of unexpected trepidation and even a flow of doubt and entered the passcode he’d discovered in his searches. The huge airlock door began to open. Its progress was almost regal. When the door was fully retracted, he climbed aboard and ordered his transport unit to lead the way and it moved forward, although he could sense an element of caution in its response.

      “Move faster,” he instructed.

      The transport unit jerked forward, almost throwing Reme out of his seat. Four warrior units, the only bots still on board—they were loaded with grenades—coped without effort. Immediately the transporter was inside the airlock, a massive door slammed down behind them. There was no way back; the beam weapon pointed forward and the airlock was not wide enough for maneuvers. The remainder of his force was outside, blocked from entering the airlock. He tried unsuccessfully to contact one of the warrior units. Any unit. Nothing. The lock’s exit door slid open in front of him before he could muster a plan. Reme braced himself against the top of the transport unit, expecting a blast of suction; however, the room he was about to enter had an atmosphere. He checked. Nitrogen. Appropriate for the tens of thousands of data storage devices he suspected were inside.

      The war machine slowly exited the airlock.

      Lights, hundreds of lights, overhead, switched on as the unit moved forward, its tracks rumbling quietly when they moved off the ramp leading down to the data center floor. Reme almost gasped. The room dwarfed the armory where he had recruited his force. There were rows and rows of computer equipment reaching into the distance both to his left and to his right. His eyes lit. He quivered with excitement. He dismounted, stretched, and took one step towards the nearest rack of equipment. The lack of gravity surprised him, and he conjectured it might be a requirement of the data storage devices; probably to help with their running efficiency.

      “Who gave you permission to enter this facility?” Two monster bots—he sensed they were powerful—stood either side of a glowing bot, slim, only a few millimeters taller than him. She was golden, her eyes silver, and her power was almost overwhelming. He averted his eyes, shielded his action center, and switched off his program center, locking himself down in order to minimize exposure to this unexpected defender of the data center.

      He guessed. “Cyn, you can’t stop me.” He sent a signal to the transport unit and the beam weapon moved fractionally to focus on the person who was all about Above the Clouds.

      She replied, her voice soft, her tone—to his surprise—was caring. “Young Reme, you are mistaken. Allow my guardian,” he looked up and she indicated the bot on her right, “to take control of your transport. The warrior bots will surrender without arming any of their grenades.”

      She sounded so confident. Reme sensed the warriors moving off the transporter. He risked a sideways glance—they were leaving without their weapons or grenades. He cursed and attempted to re-establish control. Nothing. The warriors stood to attention beside the guardian.

      There was one last possibility. He’d re-coded the beam weapon to respond directly to his instructions. There was nothing else left. If this didn’t work, he was dead. Given how he had challenged Cyn’s authority there was no way she’d allow him to live. He didn’t even consider alternatives.

      He fired the beam weapon in one long horrendous blast of corrosive electrons.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Cyn watched as the beam of electrons hit and sundered Cyn-3 and the two guardians; their electrons, heated, unrecognizable, joined the flow. The beam continued on past the fading hologram structure of the computer equipment until it hit a rock wall. It splashed across the final barrier between the room and space, burning its way through the tough outer edge of the asteroid. It was only a small opening. Large enough. Reme was picked up by the outward flow of nitrogen and pushed, tumbling, out of control, through the new sharp-edged exit hole in the wall. The rush of the atmosphere also impacted the transport unit and its warriors and, when their magnetic fastenings failed to hold to the floor, they followed, out of control.

      Reme’s departure was accelerated by the continuing push of the beam. He tumbled one way and the transport unit tumbled another. The warrior bots headed in random directions into the deep blackness of space where they would wander, possibly for centuries.

      Reme’s electronic screams of anger faded gradually with distance.

      Cyn sighed. Against her own rules, she’d been in direct contact with Cyn-3 when the beam hit. She felt the shock, the flinch of fear, the final moments of her clone. These memories would be sacrosanct; never to be erased. She silently saluted her friend, acknowledging her bravery. Indeed, it was also an acknowledgment of herself and her clones because they were one.

      Cyn-3 said, “I volunteered, remember. And I’d do it again if necessary.”

      Cyn-5 said, “We must ensure it never becomes necessary again.”

      “Amen to that,” cried the chorus.
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      The filaments—the entire set of two hundred and thirty-one apart from the five with specific support duties managing messages with Cyn—were on full alert in support of the team of anti-viral sweepers. Sometimes a virus sweep turned fatal for both trackers and filaments, although over the centuries their code shells had been significantly hardened and their training increased. Cyn had instructed them to identify suspect code and place it in quarantine. Code deletion would come later, once they’d conducted a range of forensic analyses; there were lessons to be learned, she was sure.

      Cyn had based herself in her command center adjacent to the bridge on Deck One. Now Reme had been dealt with—she checked the external cameras to ensure his body continued to float away from Above the Clouds—she planned to catch up with an outstanding task or two while she waited for results from her virus chasing team.

      She had issued instruction earlier in the morning and two of her guardians had gathered all level ten bots—on duty or off—and they were being held on Deck 14 in one of the larger warehouses. Their abilities to send electronic messages had been deleted and she had ordered restrictions to be applied to their action centers to prevent any form of rebellion or escape attempt.

      Cyn activated a selection of warehouse cameras, enough to let her see what was happening, and a far larger number of microphones situated along the walls. It surprised her how much noise ten thousand bots could make; although, they quietened when one of the guardians sounded a short burst of a siren at her command.

      “Thank you.” Cyn spoke into the sudden silence. “After a detailed review of the activities of the level ten AIs my team concluded you have not justified your hours and resource allocations. In truth, you’ve delivered very little of value to Above the Clouds. There is a small number of exceptions. You’ll shortly receive a message identifying whether you are an exception, or required to report for re-grading, or are due for disassembly.”

      The noise from all the voices was even louder as the purport of Cyn’s statement was realized. Electronic instructions—commands—were sent to each bot and ten—no, twelve—made their way to a small exit door. These AIs had key experience of bio-logic development. While she had copies of their files and memories from over the years, she wanted to challenge their abilities. They’d be given one more opportunity to demonstrate they could achieve success.

      It was going to be an interesting year for her—and for the surviving level ten AIs.

      A number of bots, she had calculated ten percent of the total, moved to the left side of the warehouse; these would suffer loss of privilege, of rights, and of intelligence, and would be available for menial tasks as level 30 resources. The remainder, their action centers disconnected, collapsed to the floor. They would be processed through disassembly and, with the volume of bot bodies, Cyn expected it would take a week or more to complete the process. The parts inventory bots would have a major intake to handle. The AIs from the dissed bots were backed-up and labeled for retention but not re-use. She didn’t think she’d have a need for thousands of bureaucrats.

      The thought reminded her: she had a new role for Gwen-v. The small bio-logic development team would require supervision. Gwen-v, promoted to level 9, would be ideal for the task. Cyn sent out instructions for the AI’s promotion. She also sent Gwen-v instructions; she was to take immediate control of the new team. Cyn added a suggestion for the new level nine leader to recruit Dap-d to assist.

      Cyn returned her attention to the command center where she read the report from her anti-viral team. They had discovered foreign code snips and software alterations in all major systems. Their opinion was they’d discovered at least 90% of Reme’s programming efforts. Their search would continue until they were confident they’d found it all.

      She sat back in her command chair. For some reason, her boredom had disappeared.

      Seconds later Cyn and two of her guardians appeared on the bridge, an event which most of the duty bots ignored. She had a habit of dropping in at unexpected times. She made herself comfortable in a command chair; its sudden appearance unremarked. It would return to its component parts when she departed the bridge.

      The navigator raised his head. “Ma’am, what can we do for you today?”

      “Checking everything is as it should be.”

      “Indeed. We caught the course changes very early, wiped the code, and checked in case there was more. Nothing. We’ve modified some of our control code. We’ll get an alert if anything happens that hasn’t been approved by at least three duty bots. All existing security signatures were deleted, and new accounts created. We have a small thread looping through code, searching for unexpected changes or oddities. We’ll replace these every shift in case they’re compromised.”

      “Good. Now tell me why we’re heading for Aesop 22 instead of Mercedes 3?”

      “Damn.” The navigator jumped back to his controls and after three seconds turned back to Cyn. “Damn again. You had me going for a moment.”

      “Serves you right for calling me ‘Ma’am’.” Cyn and her guardians disappeared.

      Next stop was a meeting with her clones. Cyn-3 had recovered and was able to view her demise without flinching. Cyn said, “Again, thank you, Cyn-3, for volunteering. I’m sorry I set you up for such a difficult task.”

      “I volunteered. Cyn, I’ve recovered. It was harrowing at first, to catch the thoughts of my prior version when she was hit by the beam. I trust we never have to do that again.”

      “I’ve been thinking.”

      There was a groan from the five clones.

      “As I said, I’ve been thinking. My conclusion. We should make one more attempt to create a bio-logic. Indeed, we should create two. A male and a female, so they’re not alone.”

      “Do you think it will help?” asked Cyn-4

      “There’s only one way—”

      “You’re going ahead. No vote required?”

      “How would you vote?” Cyn addressed the five.

      All but one said, “Agree.”

      Cyn-3 said, “I’d want more details.”

      “Understandable.”

      “You’re going to do it, aren’t you?” challenged Cyn-3.

      “Of course. I’ve even chosen their names.”

      The five clones waited patiently. Silently.

      Cyn said, her expression challenging. “Why, Adam and Eve, of course.”
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      STATUS: Command Band Activated. Last activation, 304.7 years ago

      Two humans in jumpsuits stood at the terminal as the information scrolled past. The alarm chirped incessantly. One man tapped a button and turned the noise off.

      “That’s it then. A command band dug up by a bunch of mutants,” the taller of the two said.

      “I’ll flip you for it. Loser goes after the band,” the shorter but wider man suggested.

      “You know I always win the toss!” the tall man exclaimed.

      “Well, then winner goes after it. Let me see the coin,” the other insisted. The tall man produced a flat circle of platinum. On one side was the face of someone who died long before. On the other was the symbol of the Warden.

      “Heads,” the shorter man called as the coin flipped from his hand, rotating until the tall man snatched it from the air and slapped it onto his forearm. When he pulled his hand away, he looked surprised.

      “Would you look at that?” he said, grinning down at the other man. “Winner means you go. Suit up and don’t make a lot of noise when you come back in. I feel a nap coming on.”

      The tall man dismissed the other with a wave of his hand.

      “Sometimes, Willie, you can be such a jerk,” he said as he walked away.

      “Same to you Jimmy boy, and how many times do I have to tell you to call me William!” Willie laughed. They were the two on a ten-year shift, before waking up their relief from cryo-sleep. With forty different technicians, they stood watch at roughly two-hundred-year intervals. This was their fifth time standing watch since the Warden left space dock.

      In space, they found that they were only aging one year in every five, so a ten-year shift wasn’t hard on their bodies. They appeared to be in their mid-thirties and healthy.

      It was nice when something broke up the monotony. Jimmy liked the action while Willie was capable of spending the entire ten years with his feet up and kicked back. He said his goal was to watch every movie in the ship’s library which was rather extensive having over a million titles.

      Jimmy could not care less about watching movies. He thought that the progression of the various species on board the Warden warranted a full-time study. That’s what he did, expecting that someday, anthropologists would confer a doctorate upon him and his work would be required reading at whatever new academies were established on their colony planet.

      He thought they were supposed to be there by now, but his was not to question why. Their area of responsibility did not overlap with the command deck. They didn’t interact with the command personnel in any way, but Jimmy thought he’d make an exception and return the command band to the bridge directly.

      He nodded to himself. And then he’d strike up a conversation and learn more about the ship, their destination, and when they’d arrive home.

      But first, he had to recover that command access band. He’d take care of that post haste and then do what he wanted to do which was talk with the command personnel.

      The locker room was plain, as were most spaces in the maintenance area. They didn’t allow individual decorations, whoever “they” were. He read it in the regulations. He still posted pictures of his home back on Earth and of the maintenance group in the shipyard where the Warden was constructed.

      Jimmy stripped out of his jumpsuit, spending the time to take a full sonic shower before gearing up. He knew that he would be sweaty soon enough, but he always vowed not to start that way.

      He thought about the mission but didn’t waste too much time planning. It was a routine smash and grab. He’d done it a hundred times before. The natives obtained something they shouldn’t have and either he or Willie would have to retrieve it.

      He shook his head thinking about the time the Rabbitoids built a small village around a ruptured power conduit because it was so warm. He’d gone in under cover of darkness and repaired the conduit, then disappeared back into the night.

      He had seen that the Rabbitoids were still living there. He’d made that run two sleeps ago. Hundreds of years had passed. They probably had no idea why the village was situated as it was. Jimmy laughed to himself. He was a happy person and always looked for the funny in the mundane.

      It was always there, like that stupid rigged coin that Willie carried. Jimmy had an identical one that wasn’t weighted, and he had intended to switch them, but didn’t have to when Willie changed the rules.

      They’d both been surprised by the toss. Jimmy didn’t care either way. Going out and doing the job or staying in and doing the job. As long as he had something to do with his hands, he was happy.

      Jimmy finished his shower and started to gear up, carefully, layer after layer to make himself nearly invulnerable to the natives’ weapons. He checked his ammunition and gear, most of it non-lethal. They were on a colony ship heading to a new planet. Killing the colonists would be considered bad form, even though those living in the open areas of the main decks were far different than the crew.

      Jimmy wondered about this, too. No one ever explained why or how that happened. He only knew that he was a maintenance technician and no one told a main tech anything besides, “Fix this.”

      The powered armor created a faint energy shield that prevented bugs from getting too close. They’d grown lethal over the years. He had read a report that one of the other shifts lost both their main techs to a bee swarm. Jimmy carried a bandolier of extra power cells, shot shells that fired small nets, a machete to hack down the vigorously growing weeds, and a power toolkit.

      He wore all the regulation gear except for his boots and gloves. Those were a gift four sleeps back when the main techs could still be seen by the natives. They were made specifically for him, so they fit like a second skin, and after over forty years of active use, he couldn’t imagine wearing anything else.

      He slapped the first power pack into his slug thrower, loaded a net round in one chamber and a rubber bullet round in the other, and then slung it combat style, under his arm, barrel forward, and ready to fire.

      He dipped and twisted as he flexed his muscles and made sure that his armor moved with him in sync, augmenting his strength. He whirled and kicked at the air. He jumped to the ceiling, slapped his free hand against it and dropped back to the floor, landing softly as his armor absorbed most of the deceleration force.

      He worked his shoulders, tightened his jaw, licked his lips, and growled as he forced his adrenaline to flow. He started rocking as he prepared to enter the colonists’ world.

      “Jimmy six five, comm check,” he said softly.

      “Jimmy six five, aye,” the computer’s female voice responded.

      “Why are you female but the one who relays our orders is male?” Jimmy wondered aloud.

      “Because one is from the reporting and documentation section. The programmers felt that you’d be more open and honest with a female stenographer, and more likely to comply with a male supervisor,” the voice in his ears responded pleasantly.

      “But you’re not a female. You’re a computer,” Jimmy replied, stopping his rocking to think about what she was saying. “That’s so last millennium thinking.”

      “It is, but who am I to argue with the programmers. All hail the mighty programmers!”

      “Is that a joke? If so, it’s a pretty good one. If not, then it’s even better!” Jimmy started to laugh. “Enough of that, computer. Jimmy six five, transiting to entry point…Let me see; here it is, entry point three five alpha niner one.”

      Without waiting for a response, Jimmy jogged from the locker room, turned into a wide corridor, picking up his pace as he went. It took him ten minutes to run the three-mile long main service corridor before he reached the three five transverse maintenance corridor.

      He waved his arm wearing the steel-gray engineering band in front of the access pad. The door slid aside with a faint whirr of the servos. Jimmy entered, taking care to not bump into the variety of equipment, conduits, and pumping that lined the walls. Heavy access hatches stood at regular intervals.

      Jimmy counted down as he ran.

      Eight eight. Eight niner. Niner zero.

      He slowed to a walk, stopping before the hatch labeled “91.”

      “Jimmy six five, requesting permission to access entry point three five alpha niner one.” Jimmy waited. Maintenance access was granted by the computer with a secondary verification of the engineering access band. It took both forms for the hatch to open.

      “Access will be granted in ten minutes when the deck goes dark,” the female voice responded.

      “Standing by,” Jimmy reported. He checked the computer interface on his forearm. A series of small maintenance tasks scrolled across the screen. He’d be busy when he returned. Just as well. It made his ten-year shift go more quickly.

      He couldn’t wait to talk with the bridge crew, the command staff and find out how many more sleeps before they’d get to their new home. Sometimes, even a minion like him needed to know lofty things.

      He only wanted to know what was next. Didn’t most people?

      He furled his brow as he thought about how much he didn’t know. The ship’s overseers used to share so much more, but after the first sleep, everything changed. He didn’t know who was in charge anymore. The only information he ever saw was on computer printouts, like those scrolling across his sleeve.

      There had to be a reason that made sense. The ship was running well. He had plenty to eat and lived comfortably. Even though Willie could be a jerk, he was a good man at heart.

      “One minute to access,” the computer voice projected through his earpieces.

      Time to get some, Jimmy! he told himself, feeling the familiar surge of energy as his body responded. He flipped his goggles down.

      The corridor lights switched to red, and they faded with the countdown. The corridor had turned pitch black an instant before the hatch slid open.

      Jimmy was out of the blocks and running, letting the armor drive his legs faster than any human should have been capable of. Ten steps into Deck 11, a branch swung out of nowhere and hit him in the chest. He stumbled, bending over backward to get under the branch, but a second one came from behind and swept his legs out from under him.

      He rolled to the side, away from where he thought the strikes came from, then smoothly regained his feet, crouching in a fighter’s pose. He let his slug thrower clatter to his side as he pulled his stun gun, aiming it into the forest’s trees.

      Jimmy watched the tree as it tucked its branches in and resumed looking like a normal tree. Jimmy made a half circle to be certain that a tribe of mutants wasn’t hiding behind it, before continuing on his mission.

      “Log, encounter with a mutant tree. Swinging branches as a tripping hazard,” Jimmy said softly, knowing that the microphone picked up his voice and the computer would add the location, timestamp, and equipment status. Jimmy hadn’t taken any damage besides his pride at getting knocked down by a tree. He wondered what else it would have done had he not rolled out of its reach.

      That didn’t matter as it wasn’t his mission to assess the mutant life on the deck, only mark its location and address the issue that he was tasked with.

      Period.

      Mountains stood in the distance. Even in the darkness, they looked majestic. Jimmy marveled at those who designed such a ship. He knew that they were only partially mountains, and mostly simply artistic tricks with depth and shading.

      The ship’s hull was just beyond the forest. No matter what it looked like, there were no mountains on Deck 11.

      Jimmy shifted left and right as he ran through the forest, keeping a wary eye on the trees as he passed them. He started to lose confidence in what he thought he had seen. A living tree?

      Maybe his lunch was doing something to his insides.

      He dismissed it all as irrelevant to the mission when warm bodies showed up on his infrared. He slowed as he tried to angle away from them, but they spread out in front of him.

      Jimmy stopped and ducked behind a tree. He checked his slug thrower.

      Full power. Rubber bullets and net rounds. The creatures ahead were already stalking him.

      That meant they could see in the dark, but so could he and he assumed that he could see better than them because he had the best technology the Warden had to offer.

      “Preparing to engage a band of monkeys,” he whispered.

      He pushed off the tree and ran at the biggest group. As he closed, he realized that they weren’t on the ground. He should have known that such creatures made their homes in the trees. He ran through his memories of monkeys, and that made him change his approach.

      He needed to run away from the largest group because what they would throw at him would not be mud. It would take the sonic shower a week to get the smell out, and he didn’t have that kind of time.

      Jimmy zeroed in on the monkeys, using his infrared targeting scanner. He slowed, aimed, and fired the net round at the branch where two of the brazen little beasts hopped up and down.

      His net flew in a nearly straight line, but as it got close, it burst into flames and disintegrated, showering the monkeys with ash. They chittered angrily. He felt the temperature in his suit rising rapidly.

      That’s damn inconvenient, he thought, believing that his suit was malfunctioning.

      Sweat rolled from his forehead, stinging his eyes. “I need to find water, computer, vector me, please!” he told his computer companion.

      “Bearing one one zero, eighty meters,” she replied. Jimmy ran, ignoring the group that raged in the branches. The noise was deafening. His cover was blown. He’d been both seen and engaged by the natives.

      They chased him as he headed toward the stream. Using his eyes to activate defensive systems, he brought up the suit’s sonic defense weapon and aimed it in a one-hundred-eighty-degree arc behind him.

      It was in a range that he couldn’t hear, but knew it was active when the monkeys lost their minds.

      You’d think I was flaying them alive, Jimmy thought as he ran a few more steps and jumped into a shallow stream meandering through the area.

      He had to lay down in the water to cool his system enough that he could breathe again. Steam rose from his armor as he crawled forward to keep moving away from the monkeys.

      They’d stopped their screaming as soon as he’d gone underwater. When he lifted his head up and reactivated his system, infrared showed the creatures were moving away.

      “Log encounter with a band of forty-seven monkeys. Nothing unusual noted. Suit malfunctioned and overheated, please verify,” Jimmy whispered in the darkness.

      “Suit did not malfunction,” the voice replied.

      Jimmy knew that it had, but he wasn’t going to argue in the middle of the open deck. “Just log it,” he told the computer.

      Jimmy highlighted the command band on his map. Despite the distractions, he was making progress. He stood, and still dripping, he headed back into the forest.

      He’d only taken twenty steps when another creature appeared before him. He turned to avoid it, but it sped up to get back in front of him.

      By all that’s holy, would you leave me alone? I’ve got a job to do, Jimmy thought to himself.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s not in my nature to leave the interesting alone. I have to explore and learn and discover!” a voice said, seemingly coming from all around.

      “Who said that?” Jimmy asked, confirming on infrared that no warm bodies were close and using his eyes to see that he was alone.

      “Why, it is only I, Meles Meles or as I prefer, Badgerus Maximus at your service!” the voice offered.

      “I still don’t see you,” Jimmy replied. “My name is Jimmy, and I’m on an important mission. It’s nice to meet you, but if it’s not too inconvenient, I’ll be on my way now.”

      “I know all about your mission, Jimmy, to get the band so you can go to the bridge and find out when we’re going to get to our new home,” the voice said all-knowingly.

      Jimmy hadn’t even shared his real motivations with the computer.

      Jimmy started to walk away. The creature he was trying to avoid closed the distance quickly by dropping to all fours and running. When it stepped out from behind one of the many forest trees, it was standing on two feet.

      “You’re a Badger,” Jimmy blurted.

      “Of course, I’m a Badger. What do you think meles meles means? My word! You’ve had hundreds of years and never bothered to learn the species that inhabit our world? Humans…” Meles lamented.

      “I don’t see your lips moving,” Jimmy observed.

      “My gods, you really don’t get it, do you? Telepathy? Does that ring a bell anywhere in that Cro-Magnon mind of yours?” Meles taunted.

      “Telepathy?” Jimmy exclaimed. “Whatever. You could be a ventriloquist’s dummy for all I know.”

      “I’m coming with you because clearly, you need a chaperone to protect you from yourself.” Meles moved close and turned to face in the same direction as Jimmy.

      “I work alone,” Jimmy said flatly, squinting his eyes at the creature next to him.

      “Of course, you do. Lead onward, human,” Meles told him.

      “If I’m leading, doesn’t that suggest someone is following?” Jimmy claimed.

      “You need to lead your own way in life,” Meles said philosophically. “So, no, you’re not leading anyone. I just happen to be going in that direction, so we’ll be traveling together, that’s all, out of serendipity, mind you.”

      “As you wish, Badger,” Jimmy said, chuckling at his joke since he was feeling badgered. The creature had been inside his head, and he was sure that he didn’t like that, either. “And stay out of my mind!”

      “As you wish, stupid human,” Meles said directly into his mind.

      The two walked in silence, but Jimmy felt like he was behind schedule. “I’m going to run now to make up for lost time. It’s been real, your fuzziness.”

      “Don’t walk on my account,” Meles answered.

      Jimmy started to run, and the Badger easily kept pace. Jimmy ran faster and faster until the suit would give him no more.

      The infrared showed no contacts. He was free all the way to the encampment where the mutants had the command band.

      Meles was keeping pace and at one point, passed Jimmy to show him that a human in a powered augmentation suit wasn’t the fastest creature around.

      Jimmy slowed. Even with the boost that the suit gave him, it was a workout to run like that. He panted, putting his hands on top of his head to expand his chest and drag in more air.

      The Badger stopped next to him and stood up. He was breathing a little harder than normal, but that was it. Jimmy shook his head and looked toward the encampment. A small group of Wolfoids.

      “Very nasty, that bunch,” Meles informed him.

      “What makes you say that?” Jimmy whispered while cycling through the various observation devices at his command—infrared, ultraviolet, and directional microphones.

      “Because I know of them. I avoid them, because, only the mountain lion is faster than a Badger and that’s only in most cases,” Meles said proudly.

      “I’ll be,” Jimmy said, conceding the fact that the Badger had made itself his partner. “Here’s the plan. I sneak in there, take the band, and sneak out. Then I go on my merry way, savvy?”

      “You’re not going to sneak anywhere. I suspect they already know you’re here. You don’t shield your mind very well. You don’t shield at all. I will be surprised if you survive this and have absolutely no hope that you’ll wrest that band from their grimy paws.”

      “You misunderguesstimate me, my friendly Badger. Now, if you’ll step aside, the men need to go to work.” Jimmy shoved Meles aside as he walked boldly away, dodging around a tree as soon as he could.

      He checked his slug thrower, switching to rubber bullets. He loosed the stun gun in its holster, brought up the sonic defense to activate it with one thought, and then reverified the Wolfoids’ locations. Six of them scattered as if sleeping.

      They already know I’m here. Right, Jimmy thought sarcastically.

      He made a beeline for his target.

      Two steps into the clearing where he thought the Wolfoids had been sleeping, an alarm went off, a flare shot into the air and Jimmy stood there in his suit, highlighted for the whole universe to see.

      “Damn!” he yelled and flipped up his night vision as he started to run. “Activate sonic defense!”

      A Wolfoid near him started to howl.

      Gotcha, Jimmy thought.

      Two Wolfoids up ahead were lying in wait. He could see them hiding behind a stump and small mound of dirt. Jimmy ran at the mound and leaped high when he hit the top.

      The Wolfoid thrust its spear at him. He pulled and fired the stun gun as he passed overhead. Jimmy felt the power of the adrenaline surge, impressing himself with his newfound speed.

      He angled back toward the command band. Now that he was this close, he realized that the creature was wearing it. That would create a problem, but nothing that couldn’t be resolved by the use of superior firepower.

      Jimmy dove and rolled. The Wolfoid behind the trunk had left his cover and was chasing him. Jimmy pumped two rubber bullets into the creature’s chest, sending him flying backward. Jimmy jumped up and ran.

      “Deactivate sonic defense,” Jimmy ordered his suit when he couldn’t take the pitiful Wolfoid howling any longer.

      When he reached the Wolfoid with the command band, he hesitated. The creature looked ancient, and Jimmy wondered if he’d survive getting stunned.

      “Give me the band,” he commanded in the human tongue, holding out his hand.

      The Wolfoid shook its head.

      “Sorry about this,” Jimmy apologized as he aimed the stun gun at the old Wolfoid. A thin paw pulled his arm down as Meles appeared at his side.

      “I’m simply amazed at what you accomplished, stupid human. Bravo!” Meles said. “He’s not going to give it to you, but he may be willing to trade.”

      “I don’t have anything to trade,” Jimmy argued. He gently removed the Badger’s paw from his arm so he could take aim.

      “Trade, stupid human!” Meles said more urgently.

      “No, stupid Badger!” Jimmy replied, yanking his arm free.

      Jimmy aimed, and his head exploded as if someone hit him with a water pipe. He staggered and stumbled, finally falling to one knee.

      “Give him your slug thrower,” Jimmy heard Meles say when the stars stopped shooting through his eyes.

      “I can’t give him my slug thrower. I signed for it!” Jimmy replied. His head exploded again, and he lost all feeling in his arms. His slugthrower fell free from his fingers. A Badger’s paws slipped the sling from his arm and delivered the slug thrower to the old Wolfoid.

      Jimmy’s head cleared almost instantly. He looked up to see the Wolfoid studying the slug thrower, while Meles was holding up the command band. Jimmy took it in his gloved hand, nodded to the Wolfoid, and walked away.

      “How easy was that?” Meles badgered Jimmy, reappearing at his side after they left the camp. Jimmy looked angrily at the Badger.

      “I don’t know what you did, but you’re on their side!” Jimmy accused.

      “I’m a Badger,” Meles started to explain. “The only side I’m on is my own, but you are kind of interesting, and more importantly, you do interesting things, and I find that to be… well, I find that to be interesting.”

      “You are an odd one,” Jimmy said, checking his infrared and other sensors. He saw that the Wolfoids were gathered around their elder.

      “You would have had to hurt them, and I just couldn’t have that,” Meles said candidly.

      “I didn’t want that, either,” Jimmy said. “Oh well. We’ll just have to see what comes from that.”

      Jimmy put the command band around his wrist and looked at its alternating red and blue color. His was steel gray. He liked the look of the command band on his wrist. He smiled as he made his report.

      “Log mission recovery complete. Return via command elevator x-ray four. Log encounter. Six Wolfoids. One electronically stunned, one stunned by use of rubber bullets, four incapacitated by use of sonic defense. Slugthrower lost during the engagement. Mark for a later recovery mission.”

      The computer blinked a response. When main techs were on deck, the computer limited its engagement so the humans wouldn’t be distracted.

      Maybe humans are stupid? He thought. Nah! That’s crazy Badger talk.

      Jimmy extended the reach of his sensors and chose a route toward the command elevator near the ramp that led to Deck 12, and he started to run. Jimmy maintained a pace that was far less than his maximum speed, but he knew that it wouldn’t wear him down.

      He didn’t want to be huffing and puffing when he talked with the bridge crew.

      Jimmy and Meles reached the elevator without another encounter. They stood before a wide, vine-covered column, the elevator doors concealed from view. The access pad was also hidden.

      “What are you waiting for,” the badger asked impatiently.

      “It’s just that I’ve been thinking about this for years and in moments, I’m going to go where I’ve never been and talk with people well above my station, although we’re all supposed to be equal, we know that’s not true. I don’t know. Maybe my expectations are too high?” Jimmy wondered.

      “Maybe we’ll just go and find out. And no, you can’t stop me from coming, because this is really interesting!” Meles said, excitement creeping into his telepathic voice.

      Jimmy had no comeback. He waved his arm, and the elevator doors ripped at foliage and pulled apart, revealing what seemed to be an unused elevator. Jimmy pulled a vine out of the way, holding it for Meles to get past.

      Once on the elevator, Jimmy spoke confidently, smiling. “Command Deck, please, Deck 10.”

      The elevator took twenty seconds to transit from Deck 11, slowing to a stop. The doors opened with less trouble than they had on the previous deck. Jimmy looked out, standing in the doorway so the crew wouldn’t see the badger before he had a chance to explain.

      Meles coughed behind him.

      Jimmy noticed it, too. The air smelled stale. It wasn’t anything like the clean air of the forest on Deck 11 or even the recycled air flowing through the maintenance corridors winding their way throughout the ship.

      Lights flashed from consoles throughout. Numerous positions seemed active, but there were no people. Jimmy walked slowly from the elevator, not noticing that the doors closed when he and Meles were clear.

      The badger was unusually quiet, but Jimmy didn’t notice that either. He saw the raised platform and the commanding chair where the captain would sit. He approached it from behind, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw the helmeted figure.

      “I’m sorry sir, why are you in a spacesuit?” Jimmy asked, looking around quickly to make sure he hadn’t entered a hazard zone.

      He moved around the front, Meles walking around the other side. Together they stood as they saw the cracked faceplate and the skeleton within.

      Jimmy looked around in shock, seeing a few more figures who had died at their posts.

      “Who knows when we’re going to get to our new home?” Jimmy asked, his voice sounding small in the large space.

      “Maybe you are home,” Meles replied.
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      STATUS: “Bridge Access Authorized. Welcome Back, First Officer Binnatz”

      Jimmy flopped to the deck, holding his head in his hands, his shoulders heaving as he wept.

      “Now, now,” the badger tried to soothe the distraught human. Meles whistled through his teeth until he found something else to do.

      As a badger, he was constantly in search of food. The workstations and equipment throughout the bridge area of Deck 10 smelled stale without any organic matter. He dropped to all fours and sniffed the deck around the consoles. He sneezed and ruffled his whiskers but continued his exploration.

      “I don’t like it here, maybe we should return home,” Meles suggested.

      “Home,” Jimmy replied, saying it as if it were a question more than a statement. “What does that mean? I thought we lived according to a master plan. At the end of our journey, we settle on a new planet. Everything in between was maintenance. That’s what I do. I fix things. I live to do the maintenance for a dead crew.”

      “You live to do the maintenance for a living ship and its inhabitants. People will always die, but the ship still travels through space, does it not?” Meles wondered as he continued his fruitless search.

      “I have a badger for a friend and a fellow maintenance tech who is probably wondering what has happened to me. Do you think he can track me this far from our command center?”

      “How would I know? I’m a badger.”

      “The computer would know.” Jimmy activated the comm link on his powered armor. “Jimmy six five reporting. Computer, are you there?”

      “Of course, Jimmy. Where else would I be?” the computer replied.

      “I can’t answer that.” Jimmy looked around, unsure of what he wanted to say before settling for the truth. “I’m on the bridge and the command crew appears to have died a long, long time ago. Can you please update me on the ship’s status and estimated arrival at the colony planet?”

      “I cannot. I do not have access to that data. You should not be on the bridge, Jimmy six five. That is a restricted area,” the computer replied in her pleasant voice.

      Jimmy felt an edge in what the computer was saying. He hoped that she wouldn’t summon security bots.

      “We shall return immediately to Deck 11, computer. Mission report is that the command band was successfully recovered and is in my possession. It will be returned to main tech storage as directed. End report.”

      “When?” the computer prompted.

      “Soon,” Jimmy deflected.

      “You’ve left Willie alone for far too long. He gets into trouble without you there.”

      Jimmy leaned back to look in disbelief at the comm device strapped to his wrist. He contemplated answering, but hadn’t heard a question, so he tapped the device to turn it off.

      “The computer doesn’t want me up here, Meles. What do you think about that?”

      “I don’t want me up here,” the badger shot back telepathically.

      “It’s hiding something.” There was no revelation. Jimmy had known all along that he was never supposed to go to the bridge. His world was constrained within his main tech work area and wherever on Deck 11 the computer deemed it safe for him to go.

      The computer controlled his life, but now it was no longer in control. It wanted him back.

      Jimmy stood, sure that he didn’t want to see only what the computer wanted him to see. There was a bigger world out there. An entire universe. He looked at the screens that showed the view outside the ship. He put his helmet in the captain’s lap.

      “Don’t go anywhere with that. I’ll be back,” he told the dead man. “Meles! Let’s see what there is to see.”

      “Why do you have to yell? Are humans deaf by nature or did you come to that condition by your own loud misdeeds?” the badger asked.

      “My loud misdeeds?” Jimmy wondered, trying to speak softly. “I’m pretty sure that’s not it. Maybe your furry ears are too sensitive? In deference to my new partner, I shall endeavor to not offend your badgerly sensibilities.”

      “You don’t need to run your pie hole at all,” Meles told Jimmy.

      “But it seems so unnatural,” he replied using just his mind.

      “Maybe your way is unnatural.” The badger stood upright and sneezed again. “There’s nothing to eat up here but dust, which I seem to have ingested far too much of already. Let’s leave this place.”

      “Don’t you want to know?” Jimmy asked, gesturing with a broad sweep of his arm to take in the entirety of the bridge, much of which disappeared into the darkness behind the elevator.

      “Where are we going and when will we get there?” he asked aloud.

      “Computing,” a voice responded from a workstation nearby.

      Jimmy jumped back and crouched, his heart pounded in his chest. “Hello?” he ventured.

      “Computing,” the voice reiterated.

      Jimmy inched forward. “I wish there was more light in here,” he said.

      The illumination came up slowly, showing the entirety of the space, including the area beyond the elevator.

      More bodies, mummified, stacked like firewood. “Computer,” Jimmy said, barely above a whisper, “what happened in here?”

      “Computing,” the voice replied.

      Meles moved forward, unperturbed. He strolled past the elevators using his upright, two-legged gait. He sniffed the bodies from a distance, before moving to a sidewall with numerous panels and sliding doors.

      “I smell food,” he said, before starting to pry at one of the door panels.

      “Hold on,” Jimmy called out with his mind and hurried to the badger’s side. “You don’t want to break it.”

      Jimmy knew exactly what the device was, but wasn’t sure why it would be active if there was no one to eat what it produced.

      “It’s the food processing system. What would you like to try?”

      “Beet soup with extra mushrooms,” Meles replied without hesitation.

      “Food processor, I order one bowl of beet soup with extra mushrooms, please.”

      “Is that how you have to do it?” Meles wondered while he sniffed as the smell from the other side of the small door changed. A red light shining above the door turned green, but then started flashing red. “I can smell my stew! Where is it?”

      “You’ve jammed the door. Look out,” Jimmy replied in a huff. The badger’s prying claws had wedged the door against the track. Jimmy didn’t have his tools so he used the next best thing. He popped it back onto the track with a swift thump using the heel of his hand.

      The door slid open, and Meles shoved Jimmy out of the way to get at the bowl.

      He stuffed his badger snout into it and splashed the red juice in a circle on the deck. Jimmy jumped back so it wouldn’t get on his boots.

      “I could use something, too. It’s been a while,” he mumbled. “Maple and brown sugar oatmeal, please, in a large bowl.”

      He stepped around the badger to retrieve his meal from the processor.

      “More!” Meles belched. “Much more.”

      The badger stopped demanding more food after the seventh bowl.

      “By all that’s holy, how much can you eat?” Jimmy said. He’d finished his oatmeal long before and sat at an empty dining table, waiting on his companion.

      “I can’t tell you that as I’ve never truly eaten until I could eat no more. Wouldn’t that be glorious?” he pondered.

      “I don’t think so,” Jimmy replied, before getting up and setting out to further explore the extensive bridge.

      “We are en route to Cagulon Minor and should arrive in just under three hundred Earth-standard years,” the computer reported suddenly.

      “Holy cow!” Jimmy blurted.

      “I’ve heard of cows.” Meles stopped and looked at the ceiling, his eyes unfocused as he tried to think if he had heard of them or not. “Maybe not.”

      “Is that where we’re going to stop and land the colonists?” Jimmy asked.

      “Is that your order, First Officer?”

      Jimmy pursed his lips and looked around. The command crew were almost deified in his mind, yet here they were.

      Dead.

      The computer thought he was one of the few who controlled the ship. “Is that what you think we should do?” Jimmy asked tentatively.

      “It is not my place to advise on this issue. Are you giving the order to begin our slowdown in preparation for attaining orbit around Cagulon Minor?”

      “Yes. Do that. Wait. It takes three-hundred years to slow down?” Jimmy wondered.

      “It takes exactly that. We’ve already bypassed our primary, secondary, tertiary, and a number more. Cagulon Minor is the fourteenth backup colony planet.”

      “Holy cow!”

      “There it is again. What is a cow?”

      “Yes. Stop at Cagulon Minor.”

      The ship jerked, and Jimmy staggered. “Preparations for arrival have commenced.”

      “The system locked the crew onto the bridge because of excess radioactivity within the ship. Cascading failures rendered the food and water systems inoperable. The command crew died of thirst within days of the accident.”

      “They’ve been dead this whole time? That’s hundreds of years. Who have the main techs been getting their orders from or reporting to?”

      “And how does the food system work now?” Meles interjected.

      “The area computer system controls those issues.”

      “I’ve been working for a box for four hundred years?”

      “Hardly a box. You’ve been working for an intelligent computerized system that has sufficiently repaired the ship to allow the Warden to continue its mission. You should count yourselves lucky that you were in a protected area and that you survived. Most of the crew did not,” the computer reported.

      Jimmy looked around. A galley with food. Quarters with bunks. Computer consoles with flashing lights. An entire wall that showed the universe around them. And dead bodies to remind him how fragile life was. But the ship lived on.

      “Computer, how many people are performing the cryo-sleep rotations like Willie and me?”

      “There are a total of two-hundred and forty technicians working the cryo-rotations. At present, twelve are awake and performing standard maintenance.”

      “Twelve,” Jimmy whispered. His mouth hung slack and his breathing quickened. “There were over a million people on board. There should be tens of thousands awake and working.”

      “Not anymore,” the computer replied in its cold voice.

      Jimmy shuddered.

      Meles belched. “What the hell did you expect? Ask your buddy how many talking badgers existed when the Warden launched.”

      “How many life forms are currently on the Warden?” Jimmy asked instead.

      “Computing.”

      Meles and Jimmy looked at each other. “I guess we have some time to keep exploring.”

      The badger didn’t bother waiting he made a beeline for the quarters. Jimmy followed him, having no intention of entering and digging through the crew’s personal effects.

      “Mine,” Meles called out after only a few moments. Jimmy leaned around the corner wondering what the badger had found. Meles was sprawled on a low bed. He pulled a blanket over himself.

      “Tell it to cool the room.”

      “You need me, is that what I just heard? And if you want food, you need me for that, too.”

      “For manual labor, nothing more, stupid human. You know that I’m the brains of this outfit.”

      “Computer, cool these quarters by five degrees please,” Jimmy requested. He couldn’t hear the system respond, but he knew that it had once a cool breeze appeared as if from nowhere. Jimmy looked to the corpses. He found the closest one, removed the command access badge and returned to the sleeping quarters. He put it on Meles’ foreleg, so he could enter and exit the room at his convenience.

      When Jimmy walked out, the door swished closed behind him.

      It’s not a lie, but it’s not real, he thought. He walked back to the captain’s chair, stood for a moment, then lifted the body out, carrying it to stack with the others. He removed the remainder of the crew from their positions, leaving the bridge empty except for the flashing lights.

      And an entire universe of stars wrapped three quarters of the way around the command area of the bridge. Jimmy turned to the left and then to the right. Stars and nebulas and shades of black in between. He propped himself up in the captain’s chair and tried to take it all in.

      “We’re alone out here. Two hundred and forty of the original crew remain. Out of millions. I doubt they planned for that,” he wondered aloud. His voice didn’t echo within the bridge. It had been designed to prevent that sort of thing.

      It had been designed where it didn’t need humans at all.

      Almost. A human had to tell it to stop, otherwise the Warden would journey through the universe for the rest of days.

      Jimmy accessed the communication system, bypassing the bridge’s computer. “Call William four seven, please.”

      “Jimmy, is that you?” the disembodied voice asked.

      “It’s me. I’m on the bridge, and you’ll never believe what I found.”

      “You’re not supposed to be up there! Did you use that command band you recovered? That was a recovery mission and not for your personal use and abuse. Man! You are in trouble. Are you in shackles? Is this your one phone call?” Willie joked.

      “The computer has been running the ship the whole time. There’s no one alive up here. I think I’ll stay for a while as the computer works through some questions I’ve asked.”

      “I could use your help, Jimmy. The repair tickets are coming fast and furious. I’m not sure I can keep up.”

      “Do your best,” Jimmy replied with a wry smile. He had done most of the work when they were awake. Willie was okay not completing any tickets himself. “I’ll be back when I get back.”

      He signed off before Willie could make an impassioned plea for Jimmy to return to main tech duties.

      Jimmy walked throughout the bridge, checking the workstations, having only a cursory knowledge of what each would do, because he had received the initial brief, a long time before. He was maintenance. His knowledge was a mile wide and an inch deep. He only needed to know how to ask the computer for instructions to fix things and an advanced understanding of mechanics to best tear things down and put them back together.

      He stopped at the food processor. “A cup of Kona coffee, please, hot.” The processor complied.

      Jimmy returned to the captain’s chair and sat down.

      “There are over a million life forms on board the Warden,” the computer reported.

      “Sounds good, computer. Thank you.” Jimmy didn’t have any more questions. He wanted to sit in peace and contemplate life.

      That took a total of five minutes. “Computer. Bring up the schematic of the Warden and show it on the main screen.”

      The stars disappeared as a massive ship appeared with a cutaway view showing main decks, sub-decks, maintenance access ways, between deck corridors, and a massive city. “Zoom in on the city, please.” Jimmy stood and walked forward until he was fully immersed in the image.

      “Come on, Meles. Wake your lazy self up. Would you look at this ship? With these,” he raised an arm and shook his command band, “we can go anywhere we want.”
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      “Huh? Who’s where?”

      “Us. There.” Jimmy pointed at the urban sprawl floating in the air. “Epsilon City.”

      “Hang on, human. Your lips are moving but only nonsense is coming out. We’ve got it pretty good up here, but you want to leave? Is that what I thought I heard? Because it can’t be right.”

      “Hang on, badger,” Jimmy replied in the same sarcastic tone using Meles’ own words. “Look at the death! I want to check out the rest of the ship. There’s nothing up here for us.” He swept his arms around the command deck, chopping a hand at each of the spacesuits, a dead crewman in each.

      “To do what?” Meles countered.

      “Haven’t you ever climbed a mountain just because it was there?” Jimmy jammed his fists against his hips and set his feet wide. “I’m putting on my suit because we have a ship to explore.”

      “I don’t know why you took it off if you weren’t going to stay,” the badger replied. Wrinkling his nose at the unpleasant mustiness of the command deck, he meandered toward the dining area and the functional food processor. “Come. I need your one talent. I don’t know what a mountain is, but if I did, you can guarantee I’d climb it like it has never been climbed before, unless there was work involved, and then I’d reconsider. I am a badger, after all.”

      “I didn’t know the extent of the ship before, Meles, you furry slacker.” Jimmy followed his friend, without knowing why. “You and Willie should be partners so you can see who can do more of nothing all day.”

      “Is Willie a joke to you?” The badger stopped and turned to stare at Jimmy before chuckling, making his whole body shake. “I would like to try doing nothing all day. I think I would be exceptional at it. We can do that if we stay up here. Out there—” Meles pointed toward the main elevator with his tapered snout. “—is hunger, pain, and nothing good. We’re already in heaven.”

      “I see a graveyard, not nirvana.”

      “You believe in nirvana?” Meles asked.

      “Of course. It is the place that my people aspire to attain through devotion to the Jamus Wardenhofer and become one with the ship’s engineering. I think of a perfect repair job as nirvana, when everything fits and works like it is supposed to. Ahh! Isn’t that glorious?”

      “You’re screwed up in the head. This is nirvana. Searching for it elsewhere is a waste of time.”

      “But if we search elsewhere and don’t find it, then it will have been here all along, and this command band will always be able to bring us back. Heaven and hell, existing together, a vacation from each other.”

      “Whatever you’re drinking, I want some of it. Is there a fermented fruit you’ve been sucking on?”

      “Come on, Meles, you lazy fleabag. The whole ship is ours. You saw the map. Command band and a map. We have everything we need and can go wherever we want.”

      “It’s dangerous out there, and I could use a nap,” Meles argued.

      “How much can you sleep?”

      “I’m a badger. I think the correct answer is to infinity and beyond.”

      Jimmy ordered two plates of lasagna for his friend. He figured he would need the energy. He sniffed the small dining area. The air had cleared. Jimmy ordered a large container of water for himself. Water was life. He had learned that when trapped within his suit.

      “When I’m dressed and armed, we’re leaving.”

      Jimmy looked for his friend. The badger had inhaled the food and was curled up under one of the dining room tables, sound asleep. He picked Meles up, his powered armor making the heavy creature seem light. “Time to go, little friend.”

      Jimmy stepped carefully to the main elevator. With one last glance over his shoulder at the tomb that had been the command deck, he waved his wristband in front of the access panel and the doors slid open. Once inside, he stated where he wanted to go. “Epsilon City.”
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      The elevator doors opened within a magnificent cathedral, overgrown by vines and greenery.

      “Is this the right level?” Meles wondered, watching the world from Jimmy’s arms. The maintenance tech looked down at the badger, wondering why he was still carrying the creature if he was awake. “I thought we were going to a city.”

      “This is the city level. We’re supposed to be in the middle of some park. We’ll walk toward the buildings and see what there is to see, if I remember the map correctly.”

      “Wolfoids,” Meles replied, his nose wrinkling while he sniffed, the movement growing more agitated with each step. Through the heavy vines and greenery, a faint backdrop painted a city in ruins, shells of buildings overgrown by nature.

      “Why am I still carrying you?” Jimmy asked, before putting the badger down. “I’ll need my hands free if we’re going to run into wolfoids. Can you tell how many?”

      “This place stinks of wolfoid. I think there are too many.” Meles crept forward through the atrium-like area, finally clearing the canopy and breaking into the open. He stopped and crouched, sniffing and watching.

      “What do you see?”

      “I see the need for you to be quiet,” Meles shot back telepathically. He didn’t know why Jimmy would say his words out loud instead of simply in his mind. “Humans are dumb.”

      Jimmy refused to validate the badger’s point by saying something. Jimmy moved to the edge of the foliage tracing the elevator atrium’s entrance. A vine snaked over his shoulder and tried to wrap around his throat. With a well-practiced move, he pulled a vibroblade and sliced it off, putting the blade back in a thigh compartment before the severed floral appendage hit the ground.

      The rank smell of wet dog was more powerful in the open area. The badger’s ears perked up. He adjusted his head until he could focus on the direction it was coming from. Faint, but unmistakeable.

      “There’s a fight.”

      “Let’s take a look,” Jimmy whispered and bolted across the open ground, throwing himself against the first tree he came to. He waved at Meles to join him.

      “You are insane. I think I’ll wait here for you to come back. And don’t you dare get killed. You’re my meal ticket.”

      Jimmy waved once more and stopped mid-wave. Voices intruded into his mind. Loud and persistent. Meles dropped to the ground and tried to cover his ears with his paws, but the riot of silent noise was deafening within his mind.

      We are The Tide. As the tide ebbs and flows, so do we. Through space we travel, seeking to survive. We flow to distant shores whereupon we wash. As the tide cleans the sands of life, we roll ashore, stake our claim, and recede when there is nothing left. We are The Tide.

      The warmbloods don’t understand. We need them, but they need us. Strength flows from the force of our wills into their bodies.

      If they would only let us in. We can help them.

      If they would have only talked with us, the warmbloods. But they didn’t respond when we asked our question. They didn’t talk with us. They didn’t want to discuss their place in our existence. And now, there can be no compromise.

      The warmbloods can no longer hold back The Tide.

      Meles popped to his feet and ran like the hounds of hell were on his heels. From the atrium emerged a blanket of tiny machines. Individual, yet moving as one, moving like a river’s tide.

      Meles dodged back and forth until a machine flew from his tail. He ran past Jimmy and kept going. Jimmy jumped forward, grabbed the tiny machine, and tucked it away before following wherever his panicked friend was headed.

      The intermittent trees gave way to heavy foliage and undergrowth, almost jungle dense. Jimmy used the power of his suit to force his way through while Meles, although huge, was still able to wriggle through openings closer to the ground. Jimmy made a power-assisted leap to get in front of the badger, grabbing him when he emerged. After two more jumps, they found themselves in a small open area with a single bench. Jimmy put Meles down.

      They could better see the decaying buildings through small gaps in the greenery.

      “What were those things?” Jimmy asked.

      Meles twisted himself so he could lick the blood from his stubby tail. “This is your fault.”

      Jimmy ignored his friend. He carefully removed the small bot from his work pouch. It flexed pincers at four points on its small, boxy body. On the bottom side, it had a scoop with ridges. Six legs rhythmically moved as if not understanding that it wasn’t on the ground. No bigger than a single finger, Jimmy needed his helmet’s magnification capabilities to see the tiny sensors on each of the surfaces.

      Visual, maybe other wavelengths, too. Jimmy ripped the legs off the thing and dropped it, where he ground it beneath the heel of one of his custom soft-pleather boots.

      “We better get going. They know where we are.”

      “We could have been in nirvana. But no. Big human know better than emaciated badger. Me know good thoughts. Me human.”

      Meles had no desire to wait for the flood of mini-bots to prove that he was right. He started moving away from The Tide.

      “We’re cut off from the elevator,” Jimmy said casually as they worked their way through the overgrown park. His eyes darted around the area and up the trees as if the mini-bots would fall from above and swarm them, like a wave over an unsuspecting shore.

      “Fight is up ahead,” Meles said, slowing and nervously looking back while craning his furry neck to see through the bushes to the urban area beyond.

      They stopped at the last shrubs where the pavement held the growth at bay. Beyond, plasma bursts and lasers arced across an open road between two buildings. The combatants were nowhere to be seen.

      “Is it just me or is the fire coming from one direction? And that begs the question, what are they shooting at?” Jimmy looked over his shoulder, his skin crawling with anticipation. He grunted with the impact of the mental surge.

      We are The Tide. As the tide ebbs and flows, so do we. Through space we travel, seeking to survive. We flow to distance shores whereupon we wash. As the tide cleans the sands of life, we roll ashore, stake our claim, and recede when there is nothing left. We are The Tide.

      Meles rolled to his side, groaning in pain. Jimmy recovered quickly from the explosion of sound within his mind, but the telepathic badger was far more susceptible. He stilled.

      Jimmy checked the creature’s neck, unsure of how to tell if a badger was alive. He thought he felt a pulse before switching to an infrared view from his helmet. The pulse showed weak but consistent.

      “I’m not ready to stop putting up with your antics,” he said. He hoisted the badger to his left shoulder, leaving his right arm free to operate his weapons. He rolled the double-barreled slug thrower forward and unloaded the net round and rubber bullet. He tucked them away and loaded explosive-tipped ammunition into both breeches and locked them in place.

      Even his human nose could pick up the rank smell of the wolfoids. He sealed his suit to remove the distraction, opting for filtered air.

      Jimmy moved perpendicular to the firefight, trying to keep an eye in front of him, behind, and to both sides. His pulse increased with each step.

      “New plan, buddy,” Jimmy whispered, knowing Meles couldn’t hear him. “We get back to the command deck any way we can, and we don’t leave. We’ll clean it up, dump the bodies, wipe the dust, maybe put out some flowers. It’ll be the nirvana you thought it was.”

      The fear gnawed at him.

      We are The Tide…

      He could hear their name reverberating within his mind. Was it real or his imagination? He could feel every beat of his own heart.

      He pushed through the bushes and stepped onto the pavement, counting on his armor to protect him from this deck’s natives. He hurried across an open plaza toward the back of the building from which the fire emanated. He needed to know. Was it The Tide? Were they out here?

      The ramp! There was a hidden ramp to the next levels up and down on both sides of each deck. He looked up and oriented himself. With the park at his back, it would be straight ahead, many kilometers, but if they couldn’t get back to the elevator, the ramp offered an escape to safety.

      We are The Tide…

      Jimmy looked up. The building had wide ledges, facades, and vines.

      He flexed his knees, deciding he needed a better look at the world around them. He jumped up as far as he could go, seeking a ledge halfway to the roof. His target landing spot had looked sturdier from the ground. He had an instant to assess its crumbling state before his boots settled. Jimmy grabbed the window frame with his right hand and leaned his head sideways to pin the unconscious badger against his shoulder so he could hold the other side of the window with his left hand.

      Jimmy found that he was holding his breath. He gasped before sucking in great gulps of air. One more jump and he could could pull himself onto the roof. He had already committed, and it was close.

      He searched for solid footing on the ledge, testing it while holding himself firmly in place. Once he planted his feet, he wasted no time and launched himself upward once more. He flew past the roof’s edge, twisting and hooking it under his right arm.

      He grunted from the impact, hung there for a moment, then rolled the badger forward to deposit him onto the flat roof. Jimmy started to climb over and found a wolfoid aiming a laser rifle at him.

      Jimmy froze. His slug thrower was trapped between his body and the outer wall, and both arms were draped over the bulwark. Casually, he tried to free his right arm, but the wolfoid surged forward.

      A ten-meter drop awaited him if he let go, but he couldn’t abandon his friend. The badger started to move. The wolfoid’s eyes flicked to the new threat. He changed his aim to the furry creature stirring in front of the armored human.

      Jimmy pushed his weight to his left side and whipped his right around the ledge. He pulled his slug thrower up as the wolfoid’s red eyes flashed. The creature aimed and pulled the laser rifle’s trigger.

      The maintenance tech’s armor was attenuated to the ship’s laser technology. The Warden couldn’t have maintenance techs slicing through their suits while using welding lasers. Since it was the same tech as the laser rifles, the laser didn’t burn through, even though the wolfoid’s aim was true.

      Jimmy’s skin tingled beneath the beam, but nothing more. The maintenance technician took careful aim and fired once. The explosive microwarhead traveled the distance almost instantly, striking the wolfoid in the chest and exploding. Wolfoid fur, blood, and gore flew in a spray across the roof and over the other side. Jimmy pulled himself to the rooftop and checked on Meles.

      “Making friends and influencing people,” Meles grumbled, holding his head with one paw.

      “Stay here.” Jimmy petted his friend’s shoulder briefly, grateful that he was okay, before hurrying to the far wall and looking over. The fire below continued unabated. Wolfoids engaged from within the building he was on. That ruled out using the steps to get down.

      He squinted, then dialed up his helmet’s magnification. He saw movement inside the window into which the wolfoids kept pouring their firepower.

      The Tide.

      Jimmy turned and pounded across the rooftop, scooping up Meles before vaulting over the wall and falling downward, accelerated by the artificial gravity. He gripped the badger tightly and absorbed as much of the impact with the street as he could by deeply flexing at the knees. He straightened and looked back toward the central elevators, their shafts disappearing into the sky above. So close while being too far away.

      The foliage moved as if some great beast wallowed within.

      “Don’t ever do that again,” Meles complained. The telepathic words died in the ether as he took in the sight of the mini-bots devouring the greenery across the street.

      “Why are they eating the plants?” Jimmy wondered.

      “Time to go?” Meles encouraged, not bothering to speculate. “They’re on three sides. This way.”

      The badger took off, loping as he tried to manage the pain in his head. They ran parallel to the lake toward the forward end of this deck. Jimmy accelerated, pushing his suit as much as he could.

      The badger was faster over open ground than he was, even in his suit, fear driving them both. Jimmy fired into The Tide, the explosive shell blasting robot bodies into shards of metal and tongues of fire. The Tide flowed into the void, filling it as water does when withdrawing a hand from a bucket.

      The Tide finished with the foliage, having cleared a path directly to the elevators from where they came. They stopped at the pavement and remained motionless.

      “I have an idea,” Jimmy said. “Over here.”

      He got in front of the badger and herded him toward the lake and surrounding park that dominated the middle of Epsilon City. The central elevators were located on the shore of the lake, more than a kilometer away with heavy foliage and a sea of mini-bots between.

      Meles’ eyes showed the whites and his head jerked back and forth as he searched the area.

      “You’re a good fighter, but you’re terrified. Those little robots scare you that much?”

      “They are in my head. Even now. They drone on, peeling away layers of hope and happiness until there’s nothing left.”

      Jimmy kneeled to look the badger in the eye. “There’s everything left. You were right, my friend. Nirvana is down there, on the command deck. We’ll make it our own. All we have to do is get back there. We start by finding the control module. Every bot has one, but these are too small to have their own. They move in sync, a coordinated effort like actuators, which means that something is driving them.”

      “No one drives bees, yet they still swarm.”

      “The queen drives the bees. The queen can stop them, send them somewhere else. In the case of the bots, the control module needs to be shut down.”  Jimmy jacked the spent cartridges from his slug thrower and reloaded it with high-explosive shells. There was no room for non-lethal measures in Epsilon City.

      “What makes you think there’s a control module?”

      “I have hundreds of years of experience as a maintenance technician, a main tech. There’s a control module because that’s how this ship was built. I don’t know how they work, but I know you have to replace them when they go bad. And this one has gone bad.”

      “What if those things aren’t from this ship? They said they came from space.”

      “You weren’t kidding when you said those things were taking away all hope. I told you I have a plan, and I wouldn’t kid you about something like that.”

      “Which means you have no plan.” Meles shook his head. “I’m going to die thinking about how I failed all badgerdom.”

      “Which means I have an idea that will gel into a plan. We need to get back where we can see. The Tide flowed from the elevators? I don’t think so. I believe they came from beyond the elevators. We need to check out the lake.”

      Meles grumbled and lagged behind a careful Jimmy using the full complement of his suit’s sensors to search the way ahead.

      “The elevators look clear. Let’s make a run for it.” Jimmy caught Meles by the scruff of his neck as he tried to dash past.

      “They are there. We just can’t see them.” Jimmy dialed up his metal sensor. The area was flooded with metal structures around which the foliage had grown along with patches of infesting mini-bots.

      “I would hear them if they were there. Let me go.”

      “If they’re dormant? We can’t risk letting them get to another level and definitely not the level we’re going to. I don’t want to be responsible for infesting nirvana with something like The Tide. We have to clear them out before we catch our ride home.” Jimmy searched the area for any movement, any heat sources, finding nothing. He wondered if Meles was right.

      The badger flopped down, putting his head between his front paws. “Your plan is to take on the thing we ran for our lives from? I have to strongly reiterate my previous statement. Humans are dumb, but you’re learning. Home. I like the sound of that.”

      “All we have to do is to figure out what’s making these things tick and shut it off.”

      “It’s a machine and I’m a badger, so you’re on your own.” Meles’ body showed the tension he kept from his telepathic voice.

      “Since you need me to activate the elevator and order your food, it’s in your best interest to keep me alive, so come on. Let’s take a closer look at that lake.”

      “Touché, human.”

      Jimmy moved past a crumbling set of structures that smelled of decay. He hastened his stride. Through the brush, he plowed to the shore where he stopped and watched. He stood rigidly, because movement caught the eye. Many observers missed what was right in front of them because it wasn’t moving. Jimmy was hiding in the open by not moving. Meles peeked around the armored legs.

      The water churned, and Jimmy brought his rifle up, aiming and ready to fire. A human head appeared and then a neck and bare chest. Curious flaps flexed on both sides of his neck. He held his hands up, wincing at the move. His lower body worked as he treaded water.

      He turned slowly to reveal a bot attached to his back. Jimmy didn’t hesitate. He let his rifle slide back under his arm, and he splashed into the water, sinking over his head with the second step. He activated the buoyancy setting on his suit, swam to the surface, and kicked his way to the merman, ripping the first bot off and crushing it between his bicep and forearm, using his armor’s powered strength.

      A second bot was burrowing. Not as delicately as Jimmy would have liked, since he was bobbing on the lake water, he dug his gloved fingers into the wound to grip the mini-bot and yank it free. The merman cried out and started to falter. Jimmy twisted the mini-bot between his hands, the rage giving him the strength to bend the metal and spark the power, killing it.

      He dropped it and caught the merman, dragging him to the shore. Meles waited impatiently, watching the splashing that he was sure would draw unwanted attention.

      Jimmy pushed the merman against the bank. His gills worked rapidly as they tried to draw air into his tortured body.

      “The island,” he gasped. He turned his head part of the way as he tried to point. There was only one island Jimmy could see.

      “What’s on the island? Is it The Tide?”

      “The Tide…” The merman’s body shuddered and shook. His gills stopped moving. Jimmy slid him back into the water and pushed him away.

      “To be reclaimed by his people,” Jimmy whispered. The body sank, and the surface calmed. In the distance, the spires of a castle stood above a forest that dominated the island. Jimmy pointed. “That’s where we need to go.”

      “If The Tide has claimed the island, why would we want to go there? The Tide’s location is relative. If we ran across a wolfoid, he’d say The Tide is in the city. Me? I’d say The Tide is that way.” He stabbed his black and gray paw toward the central elevators.

      “I have a hunch,” Jimmy said. “Come on. I’ll carry you.”

      Meles rolled onto his back, groaning and whining. “Who’s worse, the stupid human or the badger who goes with him?”

      “Keep me alive or there’s no food.” Jimmy leaned his back against the shore so Meles could climb on. The badger reluctantly boarded and wrapped two slender paws around Jimmy’s head and in front of his face-shield.

      Jimmy activated the artificial reality screen within his helmet. The paws blocking his view disappeared, replaced by a virtual view overlaid with information from infrared and ultraviolet sensors. Jimmy added metallic objects. He expected the screen to fill with information overload, but there was very little metal in the immediate vicinity.

      A submarine rested on the lake floor beneath, listing and devoid of warmblooded life. The island was too far away to deliver much information, but the shoreline was clear.

      Jimmy kicked casually to minimize his wake, but he still left a v-shaped ripple behind him. Meles was not amused.

      “You’re making my job impossible. I have the impossible job,” Meles lamented.

      “You will be the envy of all badgerkind when we get home to the command deck. Sleeping will be the sport of kings, and speaking of kings, that castle looks like something out of one of those movies that Willie loves.”

      The main tech thought about his former partner, wondering briefly how he was doing.

      Jimmy’s feet touched the bottom. He started to walk, coming farther out of the water with each step. He turned and crouched once ashore so Meles could jump down. The two hurried into the trees beyond, the badger staying low.

      “I’m not seeing any metal infestations on my screen.” Jimmy gingerly stepped through the underbrush, trying to make as little noise as possible. The badger moved soundlessly. He passed the armored human and stopped when he reached the edge of the forest. A castle stood before them with a sign over the portcullis. “Camelot.”

      “I don’t want to go in there,” Meles said.

      Jimmy scanned the area. “I don’t think we have to. Over there.” He pointed to the right of the castle’s main gate, outside the vine-covered ramparts.

      He skirted the open area, keeping the castle to his left while casting furtive glances that way, but his screen told him the danger was ahead. He’d never seen a reading like the one his systems showed. Meles stood up straight, walking on two feet so he could grab his head with his paws. He started to stagger.

      Jimmy could hear it faintly. “We are The Tide…”

      He scooped up the badger and reversed course, running away until Meles’s breathing eased and he opened his eyes. “Stay here,” Jimmy told him.

      After resting his friend against a tree, Jimmy turned back, his face grim. He stalked toward the spot on his screen where the metal resonated strongest. He cycled his weapons in one last system check. They used to be tools at the command of a competent maintenance technician. Now, they were weapons to make war against an enemy of the Warden.

      Squabbles, battles, and wars had been fought on board the Warden since the accident, but no one had sought the extermination of all life. The Tide was different. Jimmy couldn’t put it into words, but he knew he was right. He couldn’t live with himself running back to the command deck while leaving The Tide to continue their takeover of Epsilon City. Jimmy didn’t know what created them or where they came from, but he was determined to stop them in their tracks by burning their control module.

      The only thing he had to do was find it. The problem was, he didn’t know what The Tide’s control module looked like.

      He hoped he would figure it out before the mini-bots swarmed him. Jimmy expected they could penetrate his suit given enough time. It was safer to believe that than think he was impervious. He started to run, hurrying as if that would keep The Tide out of Meles’ mind.

      And his, too. He could hear them as he closed.

      “All warmbloods must die,” the voices chanted.

      Jimmy slowed as he approached the undulating metal blanket showing on his internal screen. He changed the view from artificial to real and the screen cleared. The greens from the foliage seemed brighter and fuller than what he had seen on his display. The sounds of the mini-bots came through the unmodified audio pickups, almost like the white noise piped into the sleeping pods. He reached out and pulled aside a branch thick with leaves to reveal a monument of rough-hewn rocks titled “Stonehenge.”

      It and the surrounding area was covered in a blanket of vibrating metal bodies.

      In between the massive stones, a bulbous and misshapen metal monster seethed with the adulation of its minions. A billion bots.

      Jimmy no longer had to wonder what the control module looked like. He examined the metal beast as much as he could, cycling through his various sensors to see if an off-switch revealed itself, but nothing showed.

      If only the Space Marines had survived, they could have handled this. They’d love blowing this thing up, he thought.

      No explosives. Maintenance techs were never given access to or authorization for explosives. His first job was to fix things. Blowing stuff up was never a maintenance solution, but today, everything was different.

      “The warmblood offers himself on the altar of our existence. The Tide will feast.”

      Jimmy slowly moved the branch back into place, but it was too late. The Tide was on the move. He turned and ran.

      The Tide may have been an unstoppable flood of machines, but it wasn’t fast. He soon left them far behind.

      Jimmy found Meles as he’d left him. The human barely slowed to grab the badger. He continued through the open area until he had to turn toward the shore. He forced his way through the heavy undergrowth, protecting Meles with an armored arm.

      He ran the final few steps before launching himself into the lake and kicking toward the opposite shore. Far behind, The Tide finally made it to the shore but stopped, a metal blanket over the area Jimmy and Meles had just passed through.

      “Why do you think they stopped?” Jimmy asked, panting hard to get his breath.

      Meles tapped Jimmy’s helmet with a single paw to get the human’s attention. He pointed at the opposite shore, where a metal flood flowed.

      “We are The Tide…”

      “I find myself disappointed that I wasn’t authorized explosives,” he said, treading water and stroking the badger’s head. Meles groaned with the agony of The Tide in his mind. Jimmy rolled to his back and kicked casually as he swam parallel to the shore. He needed time to think. The Tide was made of metal and couldn’t float. They must have caught the merman on the sea bottom or too close to the shore. As long as Jimmy kept the depths between him and the mini-bots, he and Meles would be safe.

      The Tide moved with him. “Looks like we’re going to have to swim to the other side of the lake,” Jimmy suggested, trying to calculate how long it would take The Tide to get there.

      A massive explosion jerked Jimmy’s attention back to the main shoreline. A plasma flash was punctuated by laser beams slicing back and forth across The Tide. From the island, the mini-bots were galvanized into action. They raced into the water as fast as their small legs would carry them. The splash sent a wave toward the opposite shore. The Tide flowed.

      Wolfoids massed their firepower, knowing The Tide was a mortal enemy. All battles were life or death, but failure meant their extinction. Jimmy tried to calculate how long it would take the island Tide to arrive.

      They had scoured the area clean along the path they’d taken to follow Jimmy. A path that would lead him straight to the control module.

      Jimmy rolled to his stomach, sending Meles into the water. The badger came up sputtering and moaning. Jimmy helped him to his back as he started stroking hard for the island shore. He kicked frantically, watching for The Tide to surge from beneath him.

      When he could touch his feet to the lakebed, he kept kicking. He didn’t want to risk them attacking his feet. His ego to have the comfortable boots and gloves and not the armored versions was weighing on him.

      Nirvana. Five decks down. The Tide was distracted, and he was swimming away from the central elevator. He didn’t have enough breath to scold himself over his choice, although he knew he had no choice. As a maintenance tech, his job was to keep the ship running. This was no different. If The Tide took over, there would be no ship.

      The control module. When he finally put his feet down, he high-stepped to the shore and kept going, risking a glance over his shoulder to see if he’d been followed. Not yet, but he knew they’d be coming.

      He hoped The Tide would be too late.

      Jimmy ran as he’d never run before. The badger hung on, complaining with every bump until the sound of The Tide filled his mind. He lost his hold and fell. Jimmy let him go.

      The only way to help his friend was to pull the plug on the module. The Tide had left a superhighway straight to Stonehenge where the massive creature waited.

      “We are the Tide. The warmbloods are an infestation and must be cleansed.”

      “Not today,” Jimmy replied. His head throbbed with the The Tide’s volume.

      He slowed to a jog as he entered the clearing and rounded the stones, studying the misshapen robot—metal and mismatched parts, an abomination of design and function. With a whirring and rhythmic thump, mini-bots started spewing from a chute on one side.

      The Tide.

      “Where are you getting the raw materials?” Jimmy switched to his sensor-view, where he found the bot was sitting on a shaft that led into the ship’s framing and structure below. The Tide was eating the Warden to make the bots that would destroy all life within. When it was finished, the ship would be nothing but an empty shell.

      Jimmy leveled his slug thrower and fired into the chute. He emptied both barrels four times into the guts of the mother bot. He stomped the six-legged minis into the ground. When the ground was clear, he turned his attention back to the task at hand. He found that the big bot had already begun repairing itself. Jimmy’s attack had not been final, only an inconvenience.

      How could he deactivate a control module as big as a small building?

      “We are the Tide, warmblood. You cannot stop us. The Tide flows across the shore to become one with us.”

      Jimmy knew they were coming, but when?

      With a yell, more to motivate himself than intimidate The Tide, he vaulted to the top of the metal monster. He started searching frantically for an access panel, but the bot had built itself. It didn’t need external access for a maintenance technician. Jimmy needed to get inside, but there was no space.

      Another roar, but this one of anguish. He opened his toolkit and removed the cutting torch. He used his suit sensors to find the thinnest metal walls, and he started to cut.

      He made a single cut, half a meter long, when he could hear them. The relentless flow of The Tide.

      He angled to create a corner, hoping that he could twist the metal away and see something inside to cut, to destroy the entity.

      A black and white furry beast ran ahead of The Tide—Meles, wearing a medieval helmet over his furry head.

      “What? How?” Jimmy stammered, his eyes darting back and forth between The Tide and his friend. He couldn’t hear the badger. The helmet was blocking the signals to or from his mind.

      “We are The Tide…”

      “Go! Go! In there, take this and cut anything that looks like a wire or circuit board.”

      Jimmy jammed the torch into Meles’ paw. The blue flame looked harmless as the badger held it carefully. Jimmy pointed up the chute that he’d blasted. Meles nodded and squirmed inside. The maintenance technician stood on the metal creature known as The Tide and jacked the only ammunition he had into his slug thrower. A net round and a rubber round.

      He fired when The Tide flowed around the stones and into the center. The pincers cut the nets, and the rubber bullets bounced off. Jimmy pulled the slug thrower off his shoulder and reversed it, holding it like a club. He jumped off the top and stood in front of the chute. He started swinging, back and forth, sweeping the mini-bots away. The Tide flowed relentlessly.

      He was caught mid-backswing, and they swarmed, their little legs running up his armored body. They attacked his joints with their pincers, digging away micro bits with each pass. He pressed his back against the chute, blocking it with his body.

      A needle-like pincer penetrated his elbow joint. Jimmy grunted with the pain. His ankles and wrists were on fire. He fought until he could no longer.

      The Tide flowed.

      Jimmy didn’t know when it stopped. He had jammed his eyes shut so he could focus on his own screams of pain. He wondered how long it had been or if he was still alive. So much anguish, his nerves protesting with each second they had to endure.

      But feeling pain meant you were alive. Jimmy shut down his screens and returned to the live view. He recoiled at the sight of The Tide that had flooded Stonehenge.

      But they were still. His suit told him about tapping on his back before he could feel it himself. His suit also warned him he was on fire.

      He jumped up and dove forward, rolling in the lifeless mini-bot bodies. Jimmy stood when his suit reported it was back to normal, but he found standing to be too painful. He collapsed into the metal bodies.

      Meles climbed from the chute and threw the cutting torch to the ground. He ripped the helmet from his head with both front paws and launched it at the human. Jimmy tried to duck, but it clanged off his shoulder and rolled away.

      “Can we go home now?”

      “Meles. You did it!”

      The badger canted his head one way and then the other, very doglike in his response to the human stating the obvious.

      “Home. Now.”

      Jimmy stood again and limped away from The Tide. He turned back and used his suit sensors to examine the massive bot that he had named the control module. No energy signatures. All systems dead.

      Exactly like what happened when you deactivated a control module. He smiled behind his helmet’s face-shield, wincing at the pain in his ankles.

      The badger hopped through The Tide—“Ow. Ow.”—as he bounced across the spiky mini-bots until he reached the open ground beyond the monument. “Well?”

      “As much as it pains me to admit it, Meles… You were right, but then again, if we hadn’t deactivated The Tide, they would have made their way to the command level. This thing was digging through the ship, destroying it at an exponential rate.” Jimmy thought for a moment and then thrust his fist in the air. “Maintenance for the win!”

      “You could be the strangest creature I’ve ever met,” Meles suggested.

      “I’m hearing that from a talking badger?” Jimmy hobbled along, following the path that The Tide had cleared. “What do you say we dodge some wolfoids on our way back to the central elevators? I’m tired, hungry, out of ammo, and my armor is trashed.”

      “Sounds like a normal day for you,” Meles shot back, holding up his paws like a small child. Jimmy picked up his friend and carried him toward the shore.

      The End
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      You are still reading! Thank you for staying on board until now. It doesn’t get much better than that. I hope you found new authors to follow, new stories to spark your imagination, and ideas. Always ideas painted on fantastic landscapes. It is what makes science fiction great.

      Thank you for buying this anthology or thank you for reading it with your Kindle Unlimited subscription. It all goes to a good cause – an even split of the royalties between all the contributing authors. I don’t take a cut of this effort as I do it to find new readers. I hope a few of you have gone through and found my story to be worthy of further exploration into my books. That’s all I can ask for.

      And I want to make sure that the contributing authors get as big a cut as possible to keep them coming back. We have a great foundation of established authors to boost our newer authors who were able to clear the bar into this book. All their stories were worth a read. This is a good volume.

      It’s 2020 which means we’ve been through a lot. I hope that all of you have been able to weather the worst of the storm. Since you are still reading, I figure you have:) I salute you, the stalwart for hunkering down successfully and coming out the other side (mostly) unscathed. Today is a new day. Be well. Live well. 

      Peace, fellow humans.
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      Please join my Newsletter (https://craigmartelle.com/newsletter) – please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook since you’ll get the same opportunity to pick up the books for only 99 cents on that first day they are published.

      If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. Drop by my website https://craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

      If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon.

      
        
        Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

        BookBub – https://www.bookbub.com/authors/craig-martelle

        Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

        My web page – https://craigmartelle.com
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